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Whether you’re planning a European escape
or a trip to an exotic land, Prentice Hall’s
IN S IG H T G U ID E S will help you get
there. These incomparable guides offer
insights into the character, and culture o f
some o f the world’s most fascinating places.
Stop by our travel section today for a
wide selection o f travel guides, including
FROMMER’S™ Dollarwise Guides™,
Mobil Travel Guides, Gault Millau’s “Best”
Guides, and The Real Guides, all from
Prentice Hall Press.
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“In Night Time Losing Time, Michael Ventura has written the best
novel about American musicians I have read.”
—Norman Mailer
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• Cosmetology Course 11.550 hours)

“A big, marvelously unbookish, book. For me it’s a surrealist text
book of the underworld that is America’s psychological reality and
America’s psychotic obsession with spiritist-religion. Color it blue—
the blues of moaning melancholy and music, of the body’s shady
lustings, and of bruises that hurt long after. Thank you, Michael
Ventura.”
—James Hillman
Author of The Dream and the
Underworld and Re-Visioning Psychology

• Esthiology Course (700 hours)
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Financial aid and loan counseling available.
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M ichael Ventura
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Jay W alljasper
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Chinua Achebe is interviewed by Bill
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Each morning brings us
more screaming headlines of a
violent world out of control. Riots
in Venezuela, street combat in
Washington D.C., armored vehi
cles attacking crack houses in
North Minneapolis — day after
day another corner of the globe
seems to go up in smoke.
This widespread epidemic
of violence makes one skeptical
about our ability to ever make
sense of it all. Yet if we look
closely at all this seemingly ran
dom violence, a pattern does
seem to emerge.
Venezuela rumbles when it
is forced by US banks to tighten
an economy that already is devot
ing over one third of its budget to
paying off foreign debt. Such
activity has cost Venezuelan con
sumers 35 percent of their pur
chasing power since the early
1980’s.
Meanwhile, American inner
cities rumble when the drug
industry becomes the only viable
economy. According to our own
state department, global produc
tion of drugs is sharply increas
ing due to the political instability
and economic need of many
Third World nations. Here at
home the demand for drugs con

tinues to escalate despite official
exhortations to just say no.
It appears that our attempts
to remedy both problems have
failed. After all, weren’t Third
World development loans and the
war on poverty valid attempts to
improve these situations? Unfor
tunately not — most Third World
loans have gone to a tiny corrupt
elite, who pocketed huge kickbacks, invested in inappropriate
industrial development models
or wasted millions on an already
bloated military.
The US economy has gone
through similar shortsightedness
as our elite has prospered while
a huge underclass has mush
roomed. While our military plays
with a kings ransom of war toys,
our bridges, transit systems,
highways and cities themselves
continue to crumble. Indeed, the
one recent attempt to fight pov
erty at home actually succeeded
far greater than we remember.
From 1964 to 1969 the number of
impoverished people was re
duced by one-th ird through
social programs that cost only a
tiny fraction of the money spent
in Vietnam.
The millions of poor over the
world are potentially an enor

mous market, who if given the
c h a n c e w o u ld e a g e rly buy
enough goods to boost any mal
functioning economy. Were we to
set an example by raising the in
comes of people on the lower end
of the economic spectrum, all
classes would benefit from the
release of this latent demand. To
fail to do so will inevitably lead to
more of the violence we read
about in headlines each morning.
* * * *
Recently the CEO of Time
Inc. predicted that within the next
d e ca d e th e c o m m u n ic a tio n
world will consist of up to eight
media giants — and that they
intended to be one of them. Their
recent merger with Warner Com
munications to form the largest
media and entertainment con
glomerate in the world is a har
binger of things to come.
The CSQ is an attempt to
fight this conglom eration of
in fo rm a tio n so urces. If you
appreciate our efforts in this re
gard please consider taking out a
subscription or sending a small
contribution to help us improve
Clinton St. Quarterly.
— Lenny Dee
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Report fromEl Dorado
By Michael Ventura
o go from a job you don’t like to watching a screen on
which others live more intensely than you...is
American life, by and large.
This is our political ground. This is our artistic ground.
This is what we’vedone with our immense resources. Wehave
to stop calling it “entertainment” or “news” or “sports”
and start calling it what it is: our most immediate
environment.
This is a very, very different America from the America
that built the industrial capacity to win the Second World
War and to surge forward on the multiple momentums of
that victory for thirty years. That was an America that
worked at mostly menial tasks during the day (nowwe work
at mostly clerical tasks) and had to look at each other at

T

I’m not suggesting a nostalgia for that time. It was
repressive and bigoted to an extent that is largely forgotten
today, to cite only two of it’s uglier aspects. But in that envi
ronment America meant America: the people and the land.
The land was far bigger than what we’d done with the land.
This is no longer true. Nowthe environment of America
is media. Not the land itself, but the image of the land. The
focus is not on the people so much as it is on the interplay
between people and screens. What we’ve done with the land is

Illustrations by Stuart Mead
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far more important now than the land
— we’re not even dealing with the
land anymore, we’re dealing with our
manipulation and pollution of it.
And what we’ve done with the
very concept of “ image” is taking on
far more importance for many of us
than the actual sights and sounds of
our lives.
For instance: Ronald Reagan
stands on a cliff in Normandy to com-

What we’ve done with the
very concept of “image”
is taking on far more
importance for many of us
than the actual sights and
sounds of our lives.
memorate the day U.S. Army Rangers
scaled those cliffs in the World War II
invasion. Today’s Rangers reenact
the event while some of the original
Rangers, in their sixties now, look on.
Except that it is the wrong cliff. The
cliff that was actually scaled is a bit
further down the beach, but it’s not as
photogenic as this cliff, so this cliff
has been chosen for everybody to
emote over. Some of the old Rangers
tell reporters that the historical cliff is
over yonder, but the old Rangers are
swept up (as well they might be) in the
ceremonies, and nobody objects
enough. This dislocation, this choice,
this stance that the real cliff is not im
portant, today’s photograph is more
important, is a media event. It insults
the real event, and overpowers it. Mul
tiplied thousands of times over thou
sands of outlets of every form and
size, ensconced in textbooks as well
as screenplays, in sales presenta
tions as well as legislative packages,
in religious revivals as well as per
formance-art pieces, this is the proc
ess that has displaced what used to
be called “ culture.”

"I

I ’m not even sure it’s a culture
A anymore. It’s like this careen
ing hunger splattering out in all
directions.”
Jeff Nightbyrd was trying to de
fine “ culture” in the wee hours at the
Four Queens in Las Vegas. It was a
conversation that had been going on
since we’d become friends working
on the Austin Sun in 1974, trying to get
our bearings now that the sixties were
really over. He’d spent that triple-time
decade as an SDS organizer and edi
tor of Rat, and I’d hit Austin after a few
years of road-roving, com m une
hopping, and intensive (often depres
sive) self-exploration—getting by, as
the song said, with a little help from
my friends, as a lot of us did then. This
particular weekend Nightbyrd had
come to Vegas from Austin for a com
puter convention, and I had taken off
from my duties at the L.A. Weekly for
some lessons in craps (at which Jeff
is quite good) and to further our rap.
The slot machines clattered around
us in unison, almost comfortingly, the
way the sound of a large shaky air
conditioner can be comforting in a
cheap hotel room when you’re trying
to remember to forget. We were, after
all, trying to fathom an old love:
America.
There are worse places to in
dulge in this obsession than Las
Vegas. It is the most American, the
most audacious, of cities. Consum
ing unthinkable amounts of energy in
the midst of an unlivable desert
(Death Valley is not far away), its
decor is based on various cheap-toluxurious versions of a 1930s Busby
Berkeley musical. Indeed, no studio
backlot could ever be more of a set,
teeming with extras, people who
come from all over America, and all
over the world, to see the topless,
tasteless shows, the Johnny Carson
guests on parade doing their utterly
predictable routines, the dealers and
crap-table croupiers who combine

6
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culture.
Nostalgia is not memory. Mem
ory is specific. One has a relationship
to a memory, and it may be a difficult
relationship, because a memory al
ways makes a demand upon the pres
ent. But nostalgia is vague, a senti
mental wash fhat obscures memory
and acts as a narcotic to dull the im
portance of the present.
Media as we know it now thrives
on nostalgia and is hostile to memory.
In a television bio-pic, Helen Keller is
impersonated by Mare Winningham.
But the face of Helen Keller was
marked by her enormous powers of
concentration, while the face of Mare
Winningham is merely cameo-pretty.
A memory has been stolen. It takes a
beauty in you to see the beauty in
Helen Keller’s face, while to cast the
face of a Mare Winningham in the role
is to suggest, powerfully, that one can
come back from the depths un
scathed. No small delusion is being
sold here. Yet this is a minor instance
in a worldwide, twenty-four-hour-aday onslaught.
An onslaught that gathers mo
mentum every twenty-four hours. Re
member that what drew us to Las
Vegas was a computer fair. One of
these new computers does interest
ing things with photographs. You can
put a photograph into the computer
digitally. This means the photograph
is in there without a negative or print,
each element s of the image stored
separately. In the computer, you can
change any element of the photo
graph you wish, replacing it or com
bining it with elements from other
photographs. In other words, you can
take composites of different photo
graphs and put them into a new
photograph of your own composition.
Combine this with computer drawing,
and you can touch up shadows that
don’t match. When it comes out of the
computer the finished product bears
no evidence of tampering with any
negative. The possibilities for history
books and news stories are infinite.
Whole new histories can now be writ
ten. Events which never happened
can be fully documented.
The neo-Nazis who are trying to
convince people that the Holocaust
never happened will be able to show
the readers of their newsletter an
Auschwitz of well-fed, happy people
being watched over by kindly S.S.
men while tending gardens. And they
will be able to make the accusation
that photographs of the real Ausch
witz were created in a computer by
manipulative Jews. The Soviet Union
can rew rite Czechoslovakia and
Afghanistan, the United States can
rewrite Vietnam, and atomic weapons
proponents can prove th a t the
average resident of Hiroshima was
unharmed by the blast. On a less sin
ister, but equally disruptive, level, the
writers of business prospectuses and
real-estate brochures can have a field
day.
Needless to say, when any pho
tograph can be processed this way
then all photographs become sus
pect. It not only becomes easier to lie,
it becomes far harder to tell the truth.
But why should this seem shock
ing when under the names of “ enter
tainment” and “ advertising” we’ve
been filming history, and every facet
daily life, in just this way for nearly
of
re there even memories? The
a century now? It shouldn’t surprise
us that the ethics of our entertain
ment have taken over, and that we are
media have taken over our
memories. That day Nightbyrd hadviewing reality itself as a form of en
tertainment. And, as entertainment,
been driving through the small towns
reality can be rewritten, transformed,
that dot this desert, towns for which
played with, in any fashion.
Vegas is only a dull glow to the south
These considerations place us
west. In a bar in one of those towns,
squarely at the center of our world —
“ like that little bar in The Right S tu ff"
and we have no choice, it’s the only
he’d seen pictures of cowboys on the
world there is anymore. Electronic
wall. “ Except that they weren’t cow
media has done for everyday reality
boys. They were movie stars. Guys
what Einstein did for physics: every
who grew up in Glendale [John
thing is shifting. Even the shifts are
Wayne] and Santa Monica [Robert
shifting. And a fact is not so crucial
Redford].” Surely this desert had its
anymore, not so crucial as the proc
own heroes once, in the old gold
ess that turns a fact into an image.
mining towns where a few people still
For we live now with images as much
hang on, towns like Goldfield and
as facts, and the images seem to im
Tonopah. Remembering those actual
part more life than facts precisely be
heroes would be “ culture.” Needing
cause they are so capable of transmu
pictures of movie stars for want of the
tation, o f transcendence, able to
real thing is only a nostalgia for
transcend their sources and their
total boredom with ruthless e ffi
ciency and milk us dry—yet at least
these tourists are risking something
they genuinely value: money. It’s a
quiz show turned into a way of life,
where you can get a good Italian din
ner at dawn. Even the half-lit hour of
the wolf doesn’t faze Las Vegas. How
could it, when the town has survived
the flash of atom bombs tested just
over the horizon?
The history books will tell you
that, ironically enough, the town was
founded by'Mormons in 1855. Even
their purity of vision couldn’t bear the
intensity of this desert, and they
abandoned the place after just two
years. But they had left a human-im
print, and a decade later the U.S. Army
built a fort here. The settlement hung
on, and the railroad came through in
1905. During the Second World War
the Mafia started to build the city as
we know it now. Religiouszealots, the
Army, and the Mafia—quite a triad of
founding fathers.
Yet one could go back even fur
ther, some 400 years, when the first
Europeans discovered the deserts of
the American West—Spaniards who,
as they slowly began to believe that
there might be no end to these expan
sive wilds, became more and more
certain that somewhere, somewhere
to the north, lay El Dorado— a city of
gold. Immeasurable wealth would be
theirs, they believed, and eternal
youth. What would they have thought
if they had suddenly come upon mod
ern Las Vegas, lying as it does in the
midst of this bleached nowhere, glow
ing at night with a brilliance that
would have frightened them? We have
built our desert city to their measure
—for they were gaudy and greedy,
devout and vicious, jovial and fren
zied, like this town. They had just
wasted the entire Aztec civilization
because their fantasies were so
strong they couldn’t see the ancient
cultural marvels before their eyes.
The Aztecs, awed and terrified, be
lieved they were being murdered by
gods; and in the m idst of such
strangeness, the Spaniards took on
godlike powers even in their own
eyes. As many Europeans would in
America, they took liberties here they
would never have taken within sight
of their home cathedrals. Their hun
gers dominated them, and in their
own eyes the New World seemed as
inexhaustible as their appetites. So
when Nightbyrd described our pres
ent culture as “ a careening hunger
splattering out in all directions,” he
was also, if unintentionally, speaking
about our past. Fittingly, we were sit
ting in the midst of a city that had
been fantasized by those seekers of
El Dorado 400 years ago. In that
sense, America had Las Vegas a cen
tury before it had Plymouth Rock. And
our sensibility has been caught be
tween the fantasies of the conquista
dors and the obsessions of the Puri
tans ever since.
Yes, a fitting place to try to think
about American culture.
“ There are memories of culture,”
Nightbyrd was saying, “ but the things
that have given people strength have
dissolved. And because they’re dis
solved, people are into distractions.
And distractions aren’t culture.”

uses. And all the while the images
goad us on, so that we become partly
images ourselves, imitating the prop
erties of images as we surround our
selves with images.
This is most blatant in our idea of
“ a vacation” — an idea only about 100
years old. To “ vacation” is to enter an
image. Las Vegas is only the most
shrill embodiment of this phenome
non. People come here not so much to
gamble (individual losses are com
paratively light), nor for the glittery en
tertainment, but to step into an im
age, a daydream, a filmlike world
where “ everything” is promised. No
matter that the Vegas definition of
“ everything” is severly limited, what
thrills tourists is the sense of being
surrounded in “ real life” by the same
images that they see on TV. But the
same is true of thef Grand Canyon, or
Yellowstone National Park, or Yose

A

mite, or Death Valley, or virtually any
of our “ natural” attractions. What
with all their roads, telephones, bars,
cable-TV motels, the visitors are care
fully protected from having to experi
ence the place. They view its image,
they camp out in its image, ski down
or climb up its image, take deep
breaths of its image, let its image give
them a tan. Or, when they tour the
cities, they ride the quaint trolley cars
of the city’s image, they visit the Latin
Quarter of its image, they walk across
the Brooklyn Bridge of its image—
our recreation is a re-creation of

that is a real cliff, except it’s not the
cliff we say it is, so that the meaning
of both c liffs — not to mention of our
act of clim bing— is reduced.
As I look out onto a glowing city
that is more than 400 years old but
was built only during the last forty
years, as I watch it shine in blinking
neon in a desert that has seen the
flash of atom' bombs, it becomes
more and more plain to me that Amer
ica is at war with meaning. America is
form opposed to content. Not just
form instead of content. Form oppos
ed. Often violently. There are few
things resented so much among us as
the suggestion that what we do
means. It means something to watch
so much TV. It means something to be
obsessed with sports. It means some
thing to vacation by indulging in
images. It means something, and
therefore it has consequences. Other

I v l edia is the history that
forgives,” my friend Dave
Johnson told me on a drive through
that same desert a few months later.
We love to take a weekend every now
and again and just drive. Maybe it
started with reading On the Road
when we were kids, or watching a
great old TV show called Route 66
about two guys who drove from town
to town working at odd jobs and hav
ing adventures with intense women
who, when asked who they were,
might say (as one did), “ Suppose I
said I was the Queen of Spain?” Or
maybe it was all those rock ’n’ roll
songs about “ the road” —the road,
where we can blast our tape-decks as
loud as we want, and watch the world
go by without having to touch it, a trip
through the greatest hologram there

desert I thought of what Dave had
said.
“ Media is the history that for
gives.” A lovely way to put it, and quite
un-Western. We Westerners tend to
think in sets of opposites: good/bad,
right/wrong, me/you, past/present.
These sets are often either antagonis
tic (East/West, com m ie/capitalist,
Christian/heathen) or they set up a
duality that instantly calls out to be
bridged (man/woman). But Dave’s
comment sidesteps the dualities and
suggests something more complex: a
lyrical impulse is alive somewhere in
all this media obfuscation. It is the im
pulse to redeem the past— in his
word, to forgive history— by present
ing it as we would have most liked it to
be.
It is one thing to accuse the
media of lying. They are, and they
know it, and they know we know, and

cultures have argued over their mean
ings. We tend to deny that there is any
such thing, insisting instead that
of realities into un- or non- or
what you see is what you get and
supra-realities is “ bad,” but that it’s that’s it. All we’re doing is having a
unconscious, compulsive, reductive. good time, all we’re doing is making a
We rarely make things more than they
buck, all we’re doing is enjoying the
were; we sim plify them into less.
spectacle, we insist. So that when we
Though surely the process could—
export American culture what we are
at least theoretically—go both ways.
really exporting is an attitude toward
Or so India’s meditators and Zen’s
content. Media is the American war
monks say. But that would be to in
on content with all the stops out, with
crease meaning, and we seem bent
meaning in utter rout, frightened
on the elimination of meaning. We’re
nuances dropping their weapons as
Reagan’s Rangers, climbing a cliff
they run.

is, feeling like neither boys nor men
but both and something more, em
bodiments of some ageless, restless
principle of movement rooted deep in
our prehistory. All of which is to say
that we’re just as stuck with the com
pulsion to enter the image as any
body, and that we love the luxuries of
fossil fuel just as much as any other
red-blooded, thickheaded Americans.
Those drives are our favorite
time to talk, and, again, America is
our oldest flame. We never tire of
speaking of her, nor of our other old
girlfriends. For miles and miles of

we know they know that we know, and
nothing changes. It Is another to
recognize the rampant lying shallow
ness of our media as a massive united
longing for...innocence? For a shel
tered childlike state in which we need
not know about our world or our past.
We are so desperate for this that we
are willing to accept ignorance as a
substitute for innocence. For there
can be no doubt anymore that this
society knowingly accepts its ignor
ance as innocence— we have seen so
much in the last twenty years that
continued on page 23

America into one big Disneyland.
And this is only one way we have
stripped the very face of America of
any content, any reality, concentrat
ing only on its power as image. We
also elect images, groom ourselves
as images, make an image of our
home, our car, and now, with aerobics,
of our very bodies. For in the aerobics
craze the flesh becomes a garment,
susceptible to fashion. So it becomes
less our flesh, though the exercise
may make it more serviceable. It be
comes “ my” body, like “ my” car, “ my”
house. What, within us, is saying
“ my” ? What is transforming body into
image? We shy away from asking. In
this sense it can be said that after the
age of about twenty-five we no longer
have bodies anymore—we have pos
sessions that are either more or less
young, which we are constantly trying
to transform and through which we
try to breathe.

t’s not that all this transformation

I
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T HE FABRIC OF M EMORY:
N IGERIAN S TORYTELLER

C HINUA
A CHEBE
Chinua Achebe is president o f the town council in his
village o f Nigeria, a role that brings him more
headaches than honors. He's also a storyteller who
hears the music o f history weaves the fabric o f
memory, and sometimes offends the Emperor as well
H is first novel, Things Fall Apart, sold over three
million copies and has been translated into over thirty
languages. H is lates novel is Anthills of the Savannah.

A s to ld to B ill M o y e rs
Moyers: There’s a proverb in your
tradition that says, “ Wherever some
thing stands, something else will
stand beside it.” How do you interpret
that?
Achebe: It means that there is no
one way to anything. The Ibo people
who made that proverb are very insis
tent on th is—there is no absolute
anything. They are against excess—
their world is a world of dualities. It is
good to be brave, they say, but also
remember that the coward survives.
Moyers: So if you have your God,
that’s all right because there must be
another God, too.
Achebe: Yes, if there is one God,
fine. There will be others as well. If
there is one point of view, fine. There
will be a second point of view.

Moyers: Has this had any parti
cular meaning for you, living as you
do between two worlds?
Achebe: Yes, I think it is one of
the central themes of my life and
work. This is where the first conflict
with the missionaries who came to
improve us developed. The mission
aries came with the idea of one way,
one truth, one life. “ I am the way, the
truth, and the life.” My people would
consider this so extreme, so fanati
cal, that they would recoil from it.
Moyers: And yet your father be
came a Christian, and you were raised
by a-Christian family.
Achebe: Yes, completely— but
there were other ways in which the
traditional society failed to satisfy
everybody in it. Those people who
found themselves out of things em
braced the new way, because it prom
ised them an easy escape from what

ever constraints they were suffering
under.
Moyers: So one of the reasons
missionaries, colonial adm inistra
tors, and other Westerners seldom
penetrated the reality of the African
society was that the African could
embrace the Christian God while still
holding on to the traditional gods.
. Achebe: Yes. But it was not
necessary to throw overboard so
much that was thrown overboard in
the name of Christianity and civiliza
tion. It was not necessary. I think of
the damage, not only to the material
culture, but to the mind of the people.
We were taught our thoughts were
evil and our religions were not really
religions.
Moyers: How did you come to
grips with this when you arrived in the
United States for the first time in
1972?

Achebe: Well, I suddenly felt
strange in very many ways. America
was not unknown to us. While I was
growing up, during the period of the
nationalist agitation for indepen
dence from colonial rule, America
stood for something. It stood in our
ipind for change, for revolution. That
image lasted right through the Sec
ond World War. When, for instance,
Churchill and Roosevelt were talking
about the Atlantic Charter, Roosevelt
said, “ What about the colonial peo
ples? Would this apply to them?” Of
course you would expect Churchill to
say, “ No,” it wouldn’t apply to these
people. And he did.
' Up to that point, America was
seen as a friend of struggling peo
ples, and that was part of the back
ground I brought with me when I
came. That kind of image, of course,
no longer exists. It is, in my view, one
of the tragedies.
Moyers: What’s happened to it?
Achebe: Well, I don’t want to be
overly critical, because as a guest, I
should be careful. But it seems to me
that something happened in that
period between Roosevelt and per
haps the period of McCarthy that
made it possible for the South African
regime, for example, to say they have
a friend in the White House. I think
what happened is that America be
came a power in the world and, after
the Second World War, forgot its revo
lutionary origins.
Moyers: The dominant ambition
became power politics instead of
revolutionary fervor.
Achebe: Yes, yes.
Moyers: I remember when I first
came to your country, Nigeria, in the
sixties, I found three students out at
the University of Ibadan who were
reading Thomas Paine’s Common
Sense. That was their great revolu
tionary pamphlet.
Achebe: That’s right. In addition,
two key people in the liberation from
colonial rule in West Africa were
trained in this country. So, in fact, a lot
was expected of America.
Moyers: What did it mean for
African leaders to be trained in this
country? What happened to them
when they went back? You write
about leadership a great deal and
about the conflict in leaders between
their training in colonial or Western
ways of thought and their old tra
ditions.
Achebe: Well, I think that the first
generation of liberation leaders came
back bearing a message of America
as a place that would befriend strug
gling nationalists. That image was
possible because America was not in
charge of West Africa. America was
far away.
Moyers: Unlike the British.
Achebe: Yes, unlike the British.
There was a kind of romantic air
about Am erica. The newspapers
spoke of a land of freedom. Uncle
Sam was very popular at that point,
Moyers: And today in Nigeria?
Achebe: Somehow America has
found itself mostly on the wrong side
of the popular feeling, the popular
will. For instance, take Angola. There
I think a very, very serious mistake
was made from the very beginning.
For America to support a government
that the whole of Africa— with the exc e p tio n o f S outh A fric a — was
against seems to me very, very
strange and very, very unfortunate.
Moyers: Does it seem to you that
the United States has allowed the
Cold War to determine what it does in
Africa—that we embrace the govern
ment of South Africa because it’s
alleged to be a bulwark against com
munism and the Soviet Union?
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Achebe: That’s the heart of the
matter. When America became pow
erful and found itself in the position of
the leader of the free world, its main
concern became “ Where are the Sovi
ets? What are they doing? And if
they’re here, then we will be here.”
And so it became possible for a
regime like that in South Africa—
which is in all practical ways very
close to the Nazi regime—to get up
and say, “ We are anti-Communist.”
Once you say that, you know, you are
all right.
Moyers: All other sins are for
given.
Achebe: Yes, yes, yes.
Moyers: What has this meant to
the American image in Nigeria? Do
we appear to be a racist country, even
though we have made such strides at
home in coping with our own racism?
Achebe: Yes. In fact, virtually
everything that works against the
freedom or the liberation of Africa is
blamed on America first of a ll—even
before the Europeans, even before
Britain or Germany or France or Por
tugal—
Moyers: — the old c o lo n ia l
masters.
Achebe: It seems extraordinary,
you know, that America would want to
take on that kind of burden. But, as
you said, I think it is this obsession
with the Soviets, with communism..
Moyers: How would you like for
us to see Africa?
Achebe: To see Africa as a conti
nent of people— just people, not
some strange beings that demand a
special kind of treatment. If you
accept Africans as people, then you
listen to them. They have their prefer
ences. If you took Africa seriously as
a continent of people, you would lis
ten. You would not be able to sit back
here and suggest that you know, for
instance, what should be done in
South Africa. When the majority of
the people in South Africa are saying,
“ This is what we think will bring apar
theid to an end,” somebody sits here
and says, “ No, no, that will not do it.
We know what will work.” Margaret
Thatcher sits in Britain and says, “AI-.
though the whole of Africa may think
that this works, I know that what will
work is something else.”
T h a t’s w hat I w ant to see
changed. The traditional attitude of
Europe or the West is that Africa is a
continent of children. A man as pow
erful and enlightened as Albert
Schweitzer was still able to say, “ The
black people are my brothers— but
my junior brothers.” We’re not any
body’s junior brothers.
Moyers: There is still a lot of
Robinson Crusoe. Robinson Crusoe
could never accept Friday as any
thing but a child living in a primitive
simplicity.
Achebe: That’s right. But that’s
not really true, it’s self-serving. What
I'm suggesting is we must look at Afri
cans as full-grown people. They may
not be as wealthy or advanced in the
same ways as you are here, but
they’re people who, in their history,
also have had moments of great suc
cess— in social organization, for
instance. If you grant that Africans
are grown-up, a lot of other things will
follow.
Moyers: You once said that if
you’re an African, the world is turned
upside down. Explain that.
Achebe: What I mean is, I look at
the world, at the way it is organized,
and it is inadequate. Whichever direc
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tion I look, I don’t see a space I want to
stay in. On our own continent, there
are all kinds of mistreatment. The
most recent, for instance, is the
dumping of the toxic wastes from the
industrialized world in Africa.
Moyers: Many American com
panies and Western countries are
dumping their toxic wastes in African
countries, and they’re often bribing
governments to do Lt.
Achebe: Yes. The world is not
well arranged, and therefore there’s
no way we can be happy with it, even
as writers. Sometimes our writer col
leagues in the West suggest that per
haps we are too activist, we are too
earnest. “ Why don’t you relax?” they
say. “ This is not really the business of
poetry.” About a month ago I was at
an international conference of writers
to celebrate the one thousandth year
of Dublin. During the discussion
everybody was saying that poetry has

But, you see, the point is this: A
poet who sees poetry in the light I’m
suggesting is likely to fall out very
seriously with the emperor. Whereas
the poet in the West might say, “ Oh
no, we have no business with politics,
we have no business with history, we
have no business with anything—just
what is in our own mind” —well, the
emperor would be very, very happy.
Moyers: So th a t’s what you
meant when you said once that story
telling is a threat to anyonein control.
Achebe: Yes, because a story
teller has a different agenda from the
emperor.
Moyers: And yet storytelling,
poetry, literature didn’t stop the bru
talities that werd visited on your own
Ibo people in the Biafran War and
didn’t stop Idi Amin in Uganda, or
Bokassa in the C entral A frican
Republic.
Achebe: Yes, well, there’s a limit
to what storytelling can achieve.
We’re not saying that a poet can stop
a battalion with a couple of lines of
his poetry. But there are other forms
of power. The storyteller appea'ls to
the mind, and appeals ultimately to
generations and generations and

I don’t believe anybody can work for the people
and for the salvation of society without being in
some ways a good person.
poetry is only something personal,
you are saying something outra
geously wrong. So I took the opportu
nity to state the other case. I said that
poetry can be as activist as it wants, if
it has the willingness and the energy.
And I gave them two examples.
Toward the end of the colonial
period in Angola, there was a doctor
practicing his medicine and writing
very delicate, very sensitive poetry in
his spare time. One day he saw one of
the most brutal acts of the colonial
regime, and he shut down his surgery,
took to the bush, and wrote a poem
which had the words “ I wait no more. I
am the awaited.” It is said that the
guerrillas who fought with him chant
ed lines from his poetry. So I’m saying
that these things are possible for poe
try. Of course, a poet who becomes
activist risks certain dangers, such as
getting into trouble with those in
power.
Here’s another example: Some
years ago, at a conference in Stock
holm, a Swedish writer and journalist
said to two or three African writers,
“ Say, you fellows are very lucky—
your governments put you in jail. Here
in Sweden nobody pays any attention
to us, no matter what we write.”

generations.
Moyers: I love this line in A Man
of the People—“ The great thing, as
the old people have told us, is remi
niscence, and only those who survive
can have it. Besides, if you survive,
who knows? It may be your turn to eat
tomorrow. Your son may bring home
your share.” The power of reminiscing
is very important to you.
Achebe: If you look at the world
in terms of storytelling, you have, first
of all, the man who agitates, the man
who drums up the people— I call him
the drummer. Then you have the war
rior, who goes forward and fights. But
you also have the storyteller who re
counts the event— and this is one
who survives, who outlives all the
others. It is the storyteller, in fact, who
makes us what we are, who creates
history. The storyteller creates the
memory that the survivors must have
—otherwise their surviving would
have no meaning.
Moyers: The knowledge that
others have suffered.
Achebe: —that others have suf
fered here, have battled here. That is
very, very important, and that is the
meaning of Anthills of the Savannah,
you see. Memory is necessary if sur

viving is going to be more than just a
technical thing.
Moyers: The anthill survives so
that —
Achebe: — so that the new grass
will have memory of the fire that deva
stated the savannah in the previous
dry season.
Moyers: So the anthill carries the
memory to the new generation, weav
ing a collective memory.
Achebe: Yes. The storyteller, not
the emperor, is aware of all this. The
emperor may in fact be planning to rewritethehistory of the people. Emper
ors do this all the time. For instance,
an emperor who is totally illegitimate,
in terms of the dynasty, might decide
to rewrite the history a bit to show
that power was always in his family.
There is an inevitable conflict be
tween him and the genuine poet.
Moyers: You’ve certainly done
your share of offending the emperor.
In fact, you’ve been unsparing of your
own people in these novels you write.
You draw a devastating picture of gov
ernment in Africa— ministers living in
princely mansions while the peas
ants and the workers live in shacks.
You write about the corruption of
democracy, the bribery, the vulgarity,
the violence, the brutality, the rigged
elections. Aren’t you concerned that
in these novels, which are gaining a
growing audience in the West, you are
reinforcing the stereotypes many
Westerners have toward your own
people?
Achebe: Well, I can see that dan
ger, but that doesn't really bother me
because I’m not concerned primarily
with Westerners, I’m concerned with
the people whose story I am telling. If
I'm a bit harsh, that harshness comes
from concern. It is not that I hate my
people or even that I hate those who
rule us. I don’t hate them. But when
you look at the opportunities that we
have squandered in a country like Ni
geria, it is really so painful because so
much could have been achieved. So
much assistance could have been
given, not just to the poor in Nigeria
but even outside of it, because provi
dence has been so prodigious in its
gifts to Nigeria. When you look at the
possibility and then at what has been
achieved, you can feel very, very bitter
indeed.
Moyers: What happened? There
was such great hope back around the
early 1960s, such great expectations
for Africa as it was moving into the
era of independence.
Achebe: It’s a very complex prob
lem. A whole lot of things played a
part. But perhaps the fundamental
failure was always there and was
built into the independence move
ments. Independence is not granted.
The leader of Nigeria was able to say
in 1960 that independence was given
to us on a platter of gold. Well, nobody
gives independence to anybody. If you
don’t achieve it, if you don’t fight for it,
if you don’t struggle for it, then per
haps you have not had your revolu
tion. This is basically what is wrong
with many countries in Africa.
The withdrawal of the colonial
powers was in many ways merely a
tactical move to get out of the lime
light, but to retain the control in all
practical ways. In fact it turned out to
have been even a better idea than run
ning these colonies, because now
you could get what you were getting
before without the responsibility for
administering it. You handed respon
sibility back to the natives, but con-

tinued to control the economy in all
kinds of ways.
In addition to this, the powerful
nations did not leave us alone. If you
remember what happened in the Con
go, for instance, in 1960, you know the
country was not really handed over to
the Africans. There were people mas
terminding what was going on there
and determining that some things
would never happen and other things
would. We saw the same situation
with the Biafran experience. Even
though Biafra was a self-governing,
independent, sovereign nation, Bri
tain was able to say things like, “ We
will not tolerate the dismemberment
of this great market.” They always
talked in terms of markets, as if peo
ple were created for markets. So this
is part of the problem—that we were
not really left alone. In addition, there
were other things— real calamities,
like drought.
Moyers: One theme recurring
throughout your novels is of tradition
al African culture overwhelmed by the
forces of a Western civilization that is
itself beginning to disintegrate—as if
a man had been shanghaied onto a
ship that gets out to sea and starts to
sink. So Africa’s had a double blow.
Its own traditional values have been
torn asunder by missionaries, col
onial adm inistrators, and wealth
seekers, and then the civilization
which tried to adopt it—
Achebe: — was no longer viable
—yes.
Moyers: So you have the sense in
A fric a of s p iritu a l and p o litic a l
anarchy?
Achebe: Yes, I think there is a bit
of that, definitely. But I don’t allow
that to take the upper hand. Artists
should not be the ones to offer de
spair to society. I don’t think that is a
function of art. There are enough peo
ple around doing that.
Moyers: We journalists will take
care of that.
Achebe: Yes, there are so many
people who can take care of that.
Moyers: Someone said, “ My
sense of Achebe is that he is neither
yielding to optimism nor falling into
pessimism but is carrying on a run
ning campaign against despair.”
Achebe: That’s a good summary.
,l would agree with that. I’m not an
optimist in the sense of saying, “ Oh,
everything will work out well.” We
have to work, we have to think, we
have to manage a situation to the
best of our ability. Success is not
guaranteed.
We have to work with some hope
that there is a new generation, a
group of survivors who have learned
something from the disaster. It is very
important to carry the message of the
disaster to the new dispensation.
With luck, they will succeed.
Moyers: But friends of mine
come back from Africa these days
saying that life there has taken such a
desperate turn that people are talking
not about economic recovery but
about mere survival. Is it too late for
Africa?
Achebe: No, it can’t be too late. I
think we’ve been through similar peri
ods in the past. The three hundred
years of the slave trade must have left
that kind of feeling. Africa has been
walking around a very, very long time
in the world. It has been the home o f
mankind from the very beginning. So
the events of the last four hundred
years, which is what the contempo
rary mind fastens upon, or maybe the

last one thousand years or two thou
sand years, are really nothing com
pared with the history that has gone
before. And there’s no reason for us to
imagine that in our time Africa will
come to the end of the road.
Moyers: You talk about external
contributions to the chaos of Africa.
What about Africans’ responsibility?
You’re pretty tough when you write,
“ We have given ourselves over so
completely to selfishness that we
hurt not only those around us, but our
selves even more deeply,” and that in
doing so, “ one must assume a blunt
ing of the imagination and a sense of
danger of truly psychiatric propor
tions.” That’s a harsh judgment.
Achebe: You mentioned Idi Amin;
you mentioned Bokassa. There are
minor examples of the same kind of
mindlessness at all levels. You have
scores and scores of examples, of
people who cart away the wealth of
their nations to Swiss banks. You

say no to this kind of situation.
Moyers: Yet you talk about a kind
of artless integrity at the bruised
heart of the people. A kind of power
ful, fundamental goodness.
Achebe: The writer is aware of
that. Now, you’ll find many people
who’ll say, “ I’m for the people, I’m a
radical, I’m a revolutionary,” and so
on. But you look closer and find on the
whole their attitude to things is self
ish, even brutal. I don’t believe any
body can work for the people and for
the salvation of society without being
in some ways a good person. You
don’t go about making an effort or
striving to achieve connection with
the people. You instinctively react
appropriately to people and to suffer
ing. The artist may not be a good per
son, either, but if he’s an artist, he’s
aware of the p o s s ib ility of this
essence and would not obstruct it.
Moyers: In your third novel, Ar
row of God, there’s a wonderful point

The storyteller creates the memory that the
survivors must have—otherwise their surviving»
would have no meaning,
/
have examples of officials who take
money so that toxic waste can be
dumped in their territory. This is the
kind of thing I’m talking about. It’s
impossible to contemplate that kind
of situation without being very, very
bitter.
Moyers: There’s a moment in
your new novel, Anthills, where you
seem to say that the ordinary people
share responsibility with the politi
cians for the corruption of Nigeria,
that their indifference and cynicism
breed cynicism on the part of the lead
ers. There’s a scene where four men
are brought before a vast crowd with
the television cameras running, and
as they're shot, the crowd cheers. You
seem to say the people share in this.
Achebe: Yes, of course they do.
Of course they do. These things
would not go on if the people said no.
The people are the owners of the land.
But they’ve still got a long way to go
because part of the problem is lack of
awareness. The weakness of the peo
ple, the owners of the land, is that
they are uninformed. They do not
know. They are not organized. When
these things change, when the people
become well educated and well
organized, then they will be able to

when the chief, who’s been imposed
by the colonial government on his
people, goes mad. The people take it
as a sign that their god is reinforcing
tne ancient wisdom of the elders,
which is that no man, however great,
was greater than his own people, and
that no man ever won judgment
against his clan. A great leader can’t
lift a vulgar people. But a vulgar lead
er can’t lift a great people.
Achebe: It has to be a combina
tion, a joint effort. I personally place a
lot of responsibility on leadership, for
practical reasons. If you have a bad
people, a bad leader, and a bad sys
tem, what do you do? Where do you
start? Where can you make the great
est im pactlf you want to bring about
change? In the case of Nigeria, to try
to change a hundred million people is
a hell of a job. Would you start by try
ing to create a perfect system? This is
not possible, because the perfect sys
tem worked by imperfect people will
be corrupted.
So I think, in a practical way, it is
easiest to address oneself to the lead
ership, because that’s the special
group that has had the benefit of a
good education, and the investment
of all kinds of things in them. They

should be enlightened. They are
fewer, too. One can address this
smaller group more easily than the
entire population. But one should
also remember that leadership with
out the people will not really work
perfectly.
Moyers: It was a great gamble
that Nigeria and other new nations in
Africa took when, leaving colonial
ism, they embraced democracy. It
takes a great deal of discipline, insti
tution building, and tradition to make
a democracy. And democracy is cor
ruptible.
Achebe: I think you are right. But
it goes even beyond that, because, for
instance, when people say.that we
failed to practice dem ocracy in
Africa, they assume that we were
taught democracy during colonial
rule and that we somehow betrayed
our education.
That is not true at all. The colo
nial regime itself was not a demo
cratic system. It was a most extreme
form of totalitarianism. The colonial
governor was not responsible to any
body in the territory. He was respon
sible to a minister in Paris or in
London, but he was certainly not
responsible to the people on the
ground. And so there was no model of
democracy. We were not practicing
the Westminster model in Nigeria
under colonial rule. We were practic
ing colonial dictatorship. So the colo
nial people really had no experience
of this so-called democracy that they
were supposed to have inherited.
They did not inherit anything of the
sort. It is not simply a question of peo
ple not living upto expectations. They
really were not prepared. They were
not trained for democracy.
Moyers: So candid an admis
sion, once again, can play into the
hands of the enemies of black Africa,
because so many Westerners argue,
“ Well, that’s right. Nigeria was not
ready for democracy. And because
Africa can’t handle democracy, better
we stick with South Africa, because
its government knows how to keep
order, to prevent Communists from
rising to power— whereas the govern
ments of Africa and other black coun
tries have not proven themselves up
to the—”
Achebe: That is, of course, total
ly spurious. There's no way you can
inculcate democracy through dicta
torship. The colonial system in itself
was the very antithesis of democracy.
So, no matter how long you stayed
under it, you would not learn democ
racy. There was democracy in many
parts of Africa before colonial rule
came. So to say, “ Let’s keep ruling
them until they learn democracy,” is
really fraudulent.
Moyers: But that’s what is said in
South Africa.
Achebe: But of course to say,
“ Let’s support the South Africans,
since they’re the only ones who
understand democracy,” comes down
to not accepting that Africans are
people— because if you accept that
Africans are people, you cannot pos
sibly say that a tiny minority of white
people should impose their will to the
extent of depriving others of even the
elementary rights of self-expression.
All the rights we know in the so-called
democracies are denied, positively
denied, in this regime. Now, for any
body to say that’s the right thing for
Africa shows that that person does
not grant full humanity to Africans.
We know that there are such people,
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but we’re not really going to listen to
them, and they are not ultimately
going to determine what happens in
Africa.
Moyers: You mentioned Africa
before the colonial powers came.
There is the opening line of your chil
dren’s story The Drum, which begins:
“ In the beginning, when the world
was young.” Does the artist in you
ever wish you could start the whole
story all over again?
Achebe. Yes, that is the strength
of stories, and especially of children’s
stories. I'm happy you raised that,
because all of us need to learn to be
come like children again once in a
while. We become so stiff. We are
weighed down by so much knowl
edge, so much possession, so much
special interest, that we lose the flexi
bility of children. Children can fly. You
know, everything is possible to a
c h ild . T h is is s o m e th in g th a t
children’s stories can do for us and
that we ought to learn again. We
ought to keep ourselves young in that
particular way.
Moyers: You took a period of your
life away from writing novels and
wrote for children. Why?
Achebe: Because I felt it was
very important. I had some very inter
esting and very strange experiences
bringing up my own children. That
really confirmed my fears about the
danger of not telling our children
stories. You see, our fathers did, and
our grandfathers did. But once writing
came, we more or less forgot that
re s p o n s ib ility to te ll c h ild re n ’s
stories.
Moyers: So what happened?
Achebe: What happened was
that all kinds of bad stories, all kinds
of junk were being dumped—again,
like toxic waste. We were very young
parents, so we really had no experi
ence. We used to go into the super
market in Lagos and pick up a glossy,
nice, big-looking, colorful story. We
never read children’s stories our
selves, so we didn’t know what was in
them. But then we discovered that our
daughter was beginning to have very
strange ideas. At that point we began
to look carefully into what she was
reading. And really, there was a lot of
poison there— stories full of racism,
full of ideas of Africa as the other
place, as the back of the world. I knew
then the importance of children’s
stories. And I knew that we were fail
ing as parents in not bringing down
the children after dinner, as our fore
fathers did, to tell them stories. Then
a friend of mine, who was a poet and
working for Cambridge University
Press, came to me and said, “ Look,
we want a children’s story from you.” I
had not written any before, and I
didn’t know how it was going to work.
But I was ready to try.
Moyers: Did your children read
your stories?
Achebe: Yes, I read the stories to
them before they were published.
Moyers: Were they pretty good
critics?
Achebe: Very good. Children are
young, but they’re not naive. And
they’re honest. They’re not going to
keep awake if the story is boring.
When they get excited, you see it in
their eyes. That was quite an educa
tion for me.
Moyers: When you were living in
the States in the early seventies, were
your children with you?
Achebe: Yes. The youngest was
in nursery school when we were here
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in 72. She waSJust two and a half, and
it was quite a problem, because I was
teaching, and my wife was anxious to
do her doctorate in education, so we
found her a little nursery school —
and she hated it. I don’t know why. I
had the job of driving her to this
school, and it was always such a terri
ble scene, leaving her there. So, in the
end, I promised to tell her a story
every morning as we went to school
and another story as we came back.
She would look forward to th is—and
this was the way she overcame the
trauma of this first alien experience.
Moyers: Are your children com
fortable in this crossroads between
Africa and the United States?
Achebe: I guess so. There are
problems, though. They have to know
more than either tradition, you see.
This is the problem of being on the
crossroads. You have a bit of both,
and you really have to know a lot more
than either. So their situation is not
very easy. But it’s very exciting. Those
who have the energy and the will to
survive at the crossroads become
really very exceptional people.
Moyers: You went home in 76
and came back last year to spend the
year at the University of Massachu
setts. Has America changed very
much in those eleven years?
Achebe: Yes. I think there was a
loss of the feeling of euphoria. When I
was here in 1972, it was pretty close to
the sixties, to the era of the Civil
Rights movement. There was the feel

Wise Men leave their own warm and
comfortable country to travel through
a strange and inhospitable land. On
their way back, they’re thinking about
this journey and whether they have
journeyed toward life or death—the
question all of us face. What about
Africa? In ^he last thirty years Africa
has been on a journey toward inde
pendence, experiencing chaos, anar
chy, violence, failure, hope— has it
been a journey toward life or death?
Achebe: It is difficult to say—
and it is too soon, tdo. If you look at
this very small segment of history,
then you can talk about it in those
terms. If you are frozen in time, you
can say yes, it’s awful. And it is really
awful. But I think if you take the wide
view of things, then you begin to see it
as history, as human history over a
long period of time, and that we are
passing through a bad patch. It’s not
death. We are passing through a bad
patch, and if we succeed, then even
the experience of the bad patch will
turn out to be an enrichment. That’s
how I prefer to see it. There is no way
of saying this is the way it’s going to
be, because we are not given to know
how it’s going to be. But I think if we
are to keep working, if we are to keep
writing books, then for me that's the
only way I can look at what’s happen
ing. We are going through a very bad
patch. We’ve been through bad patch
es in the past, and we Survived.
Moyers: And every survivor has
an obligation to remember.

Everything is possible to a child. This is
something that children’s stories can do for us
and that we ought to learn again.
ing that America was on the move.
There was a lot of optimism and all
kinds of new programs to bring the
disadvantaged into the society, for
example.
Coming back now, it was quite
shocking that within a month or two
of my arrival, there were incidents of
racism on a level that reminded me of
the pre-Civil Rights period. There’s a
new spirit in the land.
Perhaps it is an inevitable part of
the dynamics of society that a period
of optimism should be followed by
some kind of reaction. Perhaps that’s
what’s happening. But suddenly I
have found too many young people
saying, “ I’m a conservative.” Now, I
can’t imagine a sixteen-year-old con
servative. What will he be when he be
comes sixty and the president of a
bank? Young people at that age are
not re a lly c o n s e rv a tiv e s and
shouldn’t aim to become conserva
tives. They should be open and free,
and they should be flexible. They
should be ready to try new things.
They should be open to the world.
Moyers: The title of your novel
No Longer at Ease is taken, if I
remember correctly, from T.S. Eliot’s
“ Journey of the Magi,” where the

Achebe: Yes, yes, yes.
Moyers: What’s that old Jewish
saying—that in remembrance is the
secret of redemption? Is that why you
write?
Achebe: Well, I didn’t put it that
way. I write partly because I enjoy it.
But also I knew that somebody had to
tell my story. We are in a period so dif
ferent from anything else that has
happened that everything that is pre
sented to us has to be looked at twice.
I went to the first university that
was built in Nigeria, and I took a
course in English. We were taught the
same kind of literature that British
people were taught in their own uni
versity. But then I began to look at
these books in a different light. When
I had been younger, I had read these
adventure books about the good
white man, you know, wandering into
the jungle or into danger, and the sav
ages were after him. And I would in
stinctively be on the side of the white
man. You see what fiction can do, it
can put you on the wrong side if you
are not developed enough. In the uni
versity I suddenly saw that these
books had to be read in a different
light. Reading Heart of Darkness, for
instance, which was a very, very

highly praised book and which is still
very highly praised, I realized that I
was one of those savages jumping up
and down on the beach. Once that
kind of enlightenment comes to you,
you realize that someone has to write
a different story. And since I was in
any case inclined that way, why not
me? What I am saying is there is a cer
tain measure of seriousness in addi
tion to the pleasure of telling stories.
There is serious intention. So when
somebody gets up and says, “ Oh, but
the teacher of poetry should have
/nothing to do with society or with
heavy things like politics,” I just can’t
understand.
Moyers: Earlier, you said that
Africans hope the West and America,
in particular, will listen. If we listen,
what will we hear? What does Africa
have to say to the rest of the world?
Achebe: First of all, we are peo
ple. We are not funny beings. If you
took up any newspaper here, you
probably won’t see Africa mentioned
at all for months. Then perhaps one
day a year you’ll see some strange
story. It has to be the kind of story
we’ve come to associate with Africa. I
would simply say: Look at Africa as a
continent of people. They are not
devils, they are not angels, they’re
just people. And listen to them. We
have done a lot of listening ourselves.
This is a situation where you
have a strong person and a weak per
son. The weak person does all the lis
tening, and up to a point the strong
person even forgets that the weak
person may have something to say.
Because he is there, a kind of fixture,
you simply talk at him. A British gov
ernor of Southern Rhodesia once said
the partnership between the whites
and the blacks is the partnership of
the horse and its rider. He wasn’t try
ing to be funny, he seriously thought
so. Now, that’s what we want the
West to get rid o f—thinking of Africa
as the horse rather than as the man.
Moyers: You make me think of
that summary passage in Anthills of
the Savannah—“ Whatever you are is
never enough. You must find a way to
accept something, however small,
from the other to make you whole and
to save you from the mortal sin of
righteousness and extremism.” So
there is something that the strong
can take from the weak.
Achebe: Yes, they need to take it.
Seeing the world from the position of
the weak person is a great education.
We lack im agination. If we had
enough imagination to put ourselves
in the shoes of the person we op
press, things would begin to happen.
So it is important that we develop the
ability to listen to the weak. Not only
in Africa, but even in your own society,
the strong must listen to the weak.
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The Sacred
Carved Cheese Crosses
of Koblentz
I

W e all have so many sins to atone

so much to be guilty about. How
shall we

be forgiven for even the

smallest

of our own sins, let

alone the sins of

humanity?

It is too terrible to contemplate.

f God is or was truly a god of “ an
eye for an eye,” then we would
certainly be suffering much more
horribly than we could ever hope to
endure. Or, we would all be burning in
Hell at this very moment and through
out eternity.
At present, I am hard-pressed to
remain upright on my feet; the unbe
lievable weight and stench of a cross
are all but killing me as I slowly make
my way down the narrow cobblestone
streets of Koblentz. It is my privilege
and duty to do so—and to be scourged
and mocked and beaten as I do so.
This particular cross weighs 145
kilograms (320 pounds); it is exactly
245 centimeters tall (8 feet), 198 centi
meters (6’A feet) wide, and the cross
pieces are 23 centimeters (9 inches)
thick. The most unusual feature of
this cross is that it is made entirely of
cheese—a very special cheese that is
only made here, in this town, under
the strictest, most exacting condi
tions. The first Sacred Carved Cheese
Cross of Koblentz appeared in the
late 1500s and, since that time, Kob
lentz and cheese crosses have be
come inseparable. The cross I am
now bearing has been handsomely
carved by a handful of highly skilled
craftsmen whose fam ilies formed
guilds and for centuries have applied
themselves solely to the art of cheese
cross carving. Many interesting Bib
lical scenes festoon my crucifix al
though I am presently not able to fully
appreciate their great beauty or intri
cacy. The relentless Teutonic sun is
scorching, producing great discom
fort for me as it releases the grease
and oils of the cheese which then drip
down the cross and are wicked by my
hair into my eyes. They sting terribly
and I can barely see. Also released is
the pungent, overpowering odor of
the cheese which, quite frankly, is one
of the worst smells in the world. The
heavy crosses, when dragged across
the abrasive surfaces of the streets of
Koblentz, break off in small bits,

I

which are eagerly devoured by the
sparrows and vermin that do not
realize the blasphemy of doing so.
One of the true m iracles of the
pageant o f the Sacred Carved
Crosses of Koblentz is that in all
these centuries, not even one such
cross has ever broken apart com
pletely. I feel that this has to do with
the sanctity of the event, as well as
the. unique structural properties of
the cheese itself. But this is no time
for idle speculation: the cheese fluids
are burning my skin, my heart feels as
if it will burst, and I fear that my limbs
are going to break from the sheer
weight of my burden. But this is part
of the price of being a man.
There are three of us, as were
there in the time of our Lord: three
stoic CheeseMeister Penitents who
bear the sacred crucifixes of Koblentz
for all of mankind. My name, if you are
wondering, is Klaunpantz-Schwecter.
Besides myself, there are Krausthocker and Polterheinz. Our first
names are of no importance whatso
ever. We are, collectively, the holiest
men of the region and we have under
gone innumerable tests of faith,
endurance, and physical prowess. A
weakling, no matter how pious he
might happen to be, would never sur
vive the rigors of this pageant. Wit
ness: each crucifix is carefully cali
brated to weigh exactly 150 percent of
the body weight of the person who is
to carry it. Cheese is either added or
removed from the stock cheese
crosses that are delivered from the
sanctioned dairies. Naturally, only a
very strong man is able to participate
in such a grueling event—-a very
strong and holy man. Upon accep
tance into the pageant, we each must
bear our own cross (all three crosses
representing the interminable, repug
nant sins of Koblentz) through the
city, on a specific course that is exact
ly 6.2 kilometers in length. Our ulti
mate goal is to be the first penitent to
reach the low summit of Mount Gelt-

baum. This is rarely achieved; in 424
years it has only been accomplished
thirteen tim es—the last time having
been in 1857. To reach the goal is ex
tremely auspicious; as you might
guess, it brings a great deal of for
tune, favor, and publicity to the area.
The greatest benefit, however, is that
all the sins of commission (both
venial and mortal) that take place
within the lim its of Koblentz are
absolved for an qn'tire year. This
makes our quaint little burg a very
popular destination for saint and sin
ner alike on that particular year. But I
digress....
We are well on our way; perhaps
one half of the route has been com
pleted at this time. To my far left, the
stout and stalwart Polterheinz bears
his cross nobly; he is a good fifteen or
twenty meters behind me. Some
where to my right is the determined
Krausthocker— I can hear his grunt
ing and shuffling gait. I know he will
not get close enough to even touch
me for it is against the rules for us to
collide. Should this happen it will be
all the worse: we would be disquali
fied from the tournament and publicly
disgraced. At this point in the com
petition the crowds are encouraged
to harangue and administer minor
forms of torment to the penitents, in
imitation of the hardships that were
suffered by our Lord. Indeed, the most
obscene language I have ever heard is
being heaped upon us—as are par
tially masticated pretzels and locally
grown, overripe eggplants. And yet
we endure. We willingly accept and
endure all forms of ignominy for the
greater good of the Fatherland. For
the eventual salvation of the brain
less, contemptible rabble that tor
ment us at every chance. “ Father,
forgive them; for they know not what
they do.” Oh yes! Did I already men
tion that we are also required to wear
conical paper hats that have been
lightly stapled to our heads? Granted,
the staples are small but they never-
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theless produce a good deal of pain
and embarrassment. Our trials and
trib u la tio n s are e n d le s s ... but I
digress once again. Perhaps you can
begin to understand the difficulties
that face us as we endeavor to re
deem the sins of mankind.
am roused from my reverie as six
urchins come from out of the
alleys. I see that it is mischief that
has brought them here. A long string
of firecrackers is detonated only m illi
meters from my exposed left ear and,
if this is not bad enough, they glee
fully thrust bouquets of dried roses
into my face— for the purpose of tear
ing the flesh of my cheeks and fore
head with the terrible little thorns that
cover the stems. I scream and try to
threaten them but they only laugh at
me and Increase the loathsom e
thrashing of the dangerous flowers. I
don’t know if I can make it to the top of
the hill. I would like to throw off this
odious cross and kill these damned
children, their parents, and everyone
else who has come here to mock me
and my fellow laborers! I wonder if
this is what Jesus felt as He headed
to His own crucifixion? But I know I
will not harm these children or any
one else today; that would disqualify
me and I have not endured so much to
have it end this way. They will not have
that satisfaction from me.
No sooner have I finished this
thought than I hear the most startling
hoarse cries, followed by a very un
pleasant thudding sound. It would
seem that a great misfortune has sud
denly overtaken fellow Cheese Peni
tent Polterheinz. I can only surmise
that his knees gave out and he is in
the process of being crushed into the
ground by an unforgiving burden of
sanctified cheese. Could it be that
God is trying to indicate something by
this? No sooner has Polterheinz
fallen than the crowd roars and de
scends upon him like a swarm of fire
ants devouring a baby bird that has
just fallen from its nest— it is almost
too terrible to watch. For some
reason, though, I find this to be im
mensely hilarious and fight hard to
suppress a fit o f uncontrollable
laughter that emanates from deep
within my belly. This causes a long jet
of mucus to shoot out from each one
of my nostrils. The people surround
ing me think this is due to the strain of
bearing my cross, which is all the
funnier.
And, so, the name of my dear
friend Polterheinz can be added to the
long list of those who have fallen be
fore reaching the soil of Mount Geltbaum. As brutal as the scene had
been, the people of Koblentz were
only following the rules of the pag
eant, which state that a fallen bearer
of any Sacred Carved Cheese Cross
must have his misery ended as quick
ly and as painfully as possible.
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“ There, but for the grace of God, go I.”
Still, I wish there was less violence
throughout these proceedings —
even though it is good for one’s
almighty soul.
It is only Krausthocker and my
self who remain; if nothing else, our
little race has just become a bit more
interesting. Becoming aware of my
bearings, I notice that I am at the end
of Pommelstrasse; this means that
only a single kilometer now separates
me from my goal! Though it is not a
great distance, it is the most difficult
stretch to complete. The incessant
vile language and the dirty tricks are
greater now than at any other time of
the competition; my tolerance for
physical and mental pain will receive
its most strenuous testing here. Look
ing on the bright side, I am heartened
by the very real possibility that I may
actually attain my most cherished
goal.
I am on my guard as the noise
from those people closest to me gets
increasingly loud and excited; I have
come to fear the worst from them and
they have never let me down in this
regard. I am afraid because I hear
their shouts behind me and I am
unable to observe anything that is not
occurring to my immediate left, due to
the manner in which my head is
twisted by the terrible burden of my
gigantic cross. And then, suddenly, I
see what has agitated these peas
ants: Krausthocker presently appears
beside me! Somehow he has man
aged to gather his forces and gain val
uable yardage—to the point where
my lead is being seriously threatened.
It is to my distinct advantage that I am
now able to observe him. And I am
quite shocked by what I see: his robe
is spattered with blood and excre
ment and there are large rips and
gashes all over It. His face is red and
swollen to the size of a prize-winning
pumpkin; he does not look at all well.
Could it be that I possibly appear this
grotesque myself? Lord; please say it
is not so. The Satanic crowd that sur
rounds him is taunting, pushing, pok
ing, and trying to make him fall down.
His beautiful, colossal cross wobbles
ever so slightly with each small blow
he receives. You see, there is a slight
give to each one of these crosses,
since they are made only of the con
centrated cheese. As I’ve mentioned
before, it is truly a miracle that these
wonderful objects have never once
broken apart on their long, arduous
journeys through the severe road
ways of Koblentz. My religion has
long ago convinced me that the most
in c re d ib le th in g s are p o s s ib le
through faith and so it is. But I must
stop this foolish blather— I am not
like this under normal conditions. I
cannot continue to let my mind wan
der or it will be the end of my chances
to win the blessed soil of Mount Geltbaum! See here; Krausthocker is
rapidly bringing up the rear and I will
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At first I think

have to fight just to stay even with
him. Somehow he has gotten his sec
ond wind and it bodes very badly for
me. We are nbw neck and neck, like
race horses being whipped and
kicked by jockeys, as we approach
the foreseeable end of our journey.
Not even our all-loving Savior had to
contend with a situation as ridiculous
as this! How absurd that the two re
maining CheeseMeister Penitents of
Koblentz— who are carrying the sins
of the world upon their bleeding
backs—are now locked in a spiritual
footrace, if you will. I must do my best
to insure victory over sin, over Krausthocker too. Who knows how well he
would be able to contain his egolf,
God forbid, he should be victorious?
Our skirmish is a metaphor for all reli
gions throughout the ages, is it not?
Only those of purest heart are able to
vanquish the in fid e ls and devil
worshippers who would otherwise
take over the entire universe. I know in
my heart that I am pure, praise the
Lord.

it is an angel or, possibly, God Himself
but it turns out to be even better than that:
someone in the crowd has managed to
start my competitor on fire!
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rausthocker and I are using every
last bit of energy that is still left
in our spent, punished boSies. I
am losing track of my adversary; I do
not know if he is in front of me or
behind. I must try to concentrate on
the last leg of our course— I cannot
even afford to think of Krausthocker,
lest I give him even a slight advan
tage. I must make it; I must be the one
who finally triumphs! Not for ephem
eral personal g lo rific a tio n and
aggrandizement but to erase the sins
of the world, to eradicate the sins of
an errant, wayward mankind that has
been corrupt since the beginning of
time. I am a sinner, you are a sinner:
we are all sinners living materialistic,
filthy lives. From a holier level of
awareness, we are 100 times more
repulsive than this fetid lump of
cheese that now presses down upon
me. This is just common sense.
But my lazy, sin-ridden body is
failing me; it wants to give up and col
lapse— it would be only too happy to
settle for the same wretched fate that
befell the feeble Polterheinz. It now
seems entirely possible that exhaus
tion could, once and for all, overcome
me even when I am so near my ulti
mate goal. I don’t know; I don’t know
what I don’t know, I can’t think, and
the only thing I can feel is an excruci
ating, throbbing pain that seems to
p e rm e a te th e e n tire u n iv e rs e .
Perhaps I will fail after all. I do not
even care about this idiotic cheese
cross pageant....
Just as this last thought enters
my mind, I am hit squarely in the cleft
of my chin with a large steel canister
of some sort. A warm, repugnant liq
uid is spewn all over my head and
torso. To make matters even worse, a
group of old people— most of whom
are alcoholics who I recognize as
spending the better part of their lives
in the gutters of lower Koblentz— is
gleefully laying broken bottles direct
ly in front of my heavy feet, knowing
that I will have to walk upon that glass
and thereby injure myself very seri
ously. Lousy pieces of sub-monkey
shit! I hate them so much that I am
afraid I will die from the sheer emo
tional intensity! I would so love to kill
them now— in the most loathsome
manner possible; each and every one
of them! Oh please, Holy Father, let
me lay down this cross long enough
to tear them apart with my bare
hands! As I am supplicating the Lord
thusly, an amazing change takes
place: I find that my speed is gradual
ly increasing— my intense anger is
actu a lly propelling me forth. As
miraculous as this discovery is, an
even more wondrous sight begins to
take form. I am able to eventually
discern (despite the dripping toxins
that so terribly poison my eyes and
skin) the unmistakable curve of the
base of Mount Geltbaum! Thank you
Jesus! How incredible that I am
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already this far after all I have been
through; I am so uplifted now! I knew
that God would sustain His cham
pion. And now an even greater mira
cletakes place. Peripherally, I can see
a tiny light to my far left— it quickly
grows bigger and brighter. At first I
think it is an angel or, possibly, God
Himself but it turns out to be even bet
ter than that: someone in the crowd
has managed to start my competitor
on fire! The cheese was ablaze, burn
ing like napalm. Since the conditions
of the pageant make it perfectly clear
that a CheeseMeister Penitent may
never abandon his cross once it has
been lifted, until it has touched the
soil of the sacred mount, it appears
that Krausthocker is as good as dead.
Perhaps a filthy smoker threw a still
burning cigarette or cigar stub at my
friend. Slowly, the 6loth would begin
to smoulder, then burn, and the tat
tered robe, having absorbed the vola
tile oils of the Koblentz cheese, would
act like the ragsofa Molotov cocktail,
enveloping him in flames. This, in
turn, would ignite the cheese which
would then drip down upon the hap
less cross bearer in horrible, scalding
gobs of death. His high-pitched, fal
setto screaming can be heard for two
or three kilometers but it quickly sub
sided as the liquid cheese engulfed
him in its grip of death. It is safe to say
that dear Krausthocker is yet another
martyr who sits at the right hand of
the Lord of the Blessed Cheese
Crosses of Koblentz.
It is all up to me now, if anyone is
to succeed with the final ascent. The
aforementioned glass shards had
easily pierced the sole of my left san
dal and gone through my foot. My
blood is everywhere but I am barely
able to be shocked by it. I am faltering
badly. With the greatest effort I stum
ble ahead one more bloody step and it
is with that final lurch that I have tech
nically touched the soil of Mount Gelt
baum. The bystanders surrounding
me start shouting and shrieking like
chihuahuas that have been thrown
into a pot of boiling water and I am
scarcely able to appreciate the
momentousness of what has just
been accomplished: I HAVE DONE IT!
The tide has finally turned! The
rules now state that the crowd must
help me ascend the hill and assist in
carrying my burden. To my utter
amazement, a sea of anxious arms
comes forth and holds me up, steady
ing the ends of the great crucifix, wip
ing the blood and greases from my
face—yet another miracle! Praise
God and all the trials He has seen fit
to inflict upon me, testing my spiritual
mettle! I have been borne out. Thank
you; thank you everyone: I love you!
All is wonderful, perfect, holy! Oh my
people! The escalating enthusiasm
of the multitudes serves to strength
en and hearten me like a wild, un
tested drug. See: they are all cheering

if he or she were todie within ayearof
eating it.
A torrent of words is pouring out
of my mouth in an astounding array of
languages and dialects— I can see by
the bewildered, slack-jawed looks on
the faces of the tiny heads below me
that my pronouncements are power
ful and poignant; their eyes do not
leave me for even a second. More
incredible yet is the fact that I am
concurrently stuffing my mouth full of
the cheese— I must look like some
sort of rodent with expanding cheek
pouches— because I’ve not stopped
he world and its concerns are
tearing apart the cross and jamming
beginning to fall away, the way
fist-sized portions of the finely carved
that troubles seem to disappear
after eight liters of Koblentzian stout Koblentz cheese into my oral cavity.
Perhaps I will suffer a constipation
ale. The sunlight which was so harsh
problem tomorrow but my mind will
earlier in the day is flickering in soft,
not allow itself to be concerned with
languishing pulses; it is really quite
such a small, worldly problem as that
beautiful. A deafening charge of elec
now: this is religion! Everything is in
tricity passes through my entire body
the here and the now. I, Klaunpantzwhich is becoming rejuvenated with
Schwecter, have attained the holiest
each passing moment. I am not cur
of holy states—a condition so rare
rently aware of any pain or sufferings:
that it is not even mentioned in the
was it I who labored under the
Bible: I am eating in tongues. In only a
weighty and cumbersome cross of
few moments I have eaten over 50cheese hours earlier? It is difficult to
kilograms of cheese. The multitudes
keep a train of thought as bristling
are screeching in fervent, albeit
waves of awe sweep through me and
savage, delirium and I am blessing
opiate every cell of my body and brain.
them with lumps of the hard, slightly
I am wracked with pleasure. I am re
viscous, redeeming cheese. As I
ceiving the gift of spiritual intoxica
occasionally break wind (and this can
tion directly from the Father. Every
be heard at quite a distance), the
thing is increasing in size and inten
devout throngs leap toward me like
sity but I am not afraid.
American football players and try to
It seems as if the entire, popula
capture my flatus in plastic sandwich
tion of western Europe now rushes
bags and the like. Everyone wants
forth to my assistance, so anxious to
m omentos — anything! Such zeal
be one of those who is able to help
they demonstrate! They are trying to
plant the cross at the zenith—those
document the event on film, video
who had so shamelessly tortured me
tape, paper, vinyl, laser discs, audio
only hours ago! But I am beyond
tape: whatever is available to them.
judgement of them; I love each and
They would preserve the sounds and
every last one of them. Many are kiss
the images of the most sacred event
ing my feet, caressing my face, push
since the time that our sweet Lord
ing soft drinks and sausages toward
Jesus rose again from the dead. So
my head, and some have gone so far
many of them are weeping with the
as to slip their strong, stubby hands
realization that they are witnessing a
under my robes to fondle my geni
mighty miracle in their very midst!
talia. It feels good— all of it. I am in a
This is not a dream or a wish or a pray
trance but I am not altogether irre
er of some sort: God is on the field in
sponsible; there is a distant, nagging
the humble guise of your battered,
sense that I should be feeling a lot
true servant: former CheeseMeister
more guilty about much of what is tak
P enitent K launpantz-S chw ecter.
ing place. But all blame cannot be
Thank you!
placed upon my shoulders alone. I
Tonight I shall sleep on a bed of
am, as I pointed out, in the throes of a
the finest silks and linens, in a room
very great, profound trance of the
full of flowers and a bevy of beautiful,
highest order. Who is doing this? I am
devoted virgins who will see to it that I
not even aware of the activity of my
body as I begin tearing huge chunks
of cheese from the blessed cross and
throw these down to the eager, physi
cally and spiritually hungry swarms
of Koblentzians. Even the tiniest curd
is invaluable: if it is eaten immediate
ly, it assures the consumer of absolu
tion, divine protection, and decency
of the soul for up to five years,
depending on the condition of one’s
soul. One crumb could save an aver
age Christian from the agony of limbo

and waving garlands of sweet smell
ing flowers—without thorns— in the
air, for me, me! Closer and closer I
approach the ultimate goal of earthly
redemption. If I reach it, I will be the
first CheeseMeister Penitent of Koblentzto have done so in 132 years! I —
hum ble K launpantz-S chw ecter—
shall, in complete humility and purity,
go to the very top of the mount and at
tain complete salvation for the sins of
all humanity. Lord; be ye by my side!

T

sleep in absolute happiness and com
fort. I will then awaken in one or two
days, at which time I will evacuate my
bowels— in a special golden pan—of
the cheese that had once been my
personal Sacred Carved Cheese
Cross. That same fecal material will
be used to start a new batch of the
cheese which will, long after I am
dead and gone, form the new crosses
that will be so painstakingly carved
by the cheese-carving guilds and
borne by future CheeseMeister Peni
tents. The tradition shall live on.
There are no more sins; there is
no more guilt or shame: I have eaten
them all for you. But I do not expect
your gratitude or admiration. Just
come to the lovely town of Koblentz,
in the heart of eastern Bavaria, for a
week or two. Attend one of the many
daily masses that are held in all our
regional churches and cathedrals.
Buy a few souvenirs that have been
blessed by the local priests—these
items will greatly increase in value
throughout the years and will truly be
come cherished keepsakes of good
Christians everywhere. Eat a minia
ture commemorative cheese cruci
fix — an exact replica of the very cross
that I carried— which can be pur
chased at one of the many convenient
shops that surround the base of
Mount Geltbaum. Then feel your sins
drift out of your soul, one by one,
never to return. Try the local cuisine,
visit our museums and art galleries,
do a little sightseeing.
But do not look for me, for I will
be in Hawaii. God bless you.

Tim Miske is a visual artist who has
been writing short stories for four
years. He currently lives in Minne
apolis. He has hopes that upon
publication of this story Oral
Roberts will do for him what Ayatul
lah Khomeini has done for Salman
Rushdie.
Gabriele Ellertson admires the
epitaph on Degas headstone— Here
lies a man who loved drawing
greatly.
Dave Rathman is a Twin Cities print
maker and painter.
Designer Gail Swanlund is a regular
contributor to the CSQ.

Clinton St. Quarterly—Spring, 1989

17

'

J Highway 61 Revisited,
Revisited Again:

Myth of the Open Road in Rock ’n’ Roll

hen I was invited to talk about pop music and the idea of the open road, the first song I

confinement. Chuck Berry made trips across the country before he wrote “ Promised Land” — bone-rattling bus

thought of was Chuck Berry’s “ Promised Land,” which came out in 1964. W ith perfect

trips on the barnstorming, one-night-stand rock ’n’ roll package tours of the ’50s, with the white performers staying

exuberance and unparalleled verve, it told the story of “ the poor boy,” who sets out from

in decent hotels and eating in restaurants, while, in a lot of the country, blacks like Chuck Berry bunked in flops

Norfolk, Virginia with “ California on his mind.” So he takes off — and inside a few

and ate out of paper bags. Berry also made nice, 14-hour flights from coast to coast when he went to Hollywood to

minutes Chuck Berry and his hero have mapped the continent. T he poor boy has to go by bus, car, train, and final

mime his hits in the movies — but that wasn’t what he was talking about in “ Promised Land.” W hen he wrote the

ly (he can’t believe it) airplane, first class. There are breakdowns and disasters at every turn, but there are always

song in the early ’60s, he was in prison, framed on a Mann A ct charge. H e was fantasizing. W hat would it mean

people to help him, and he keeps going.

to get away, what would it feel like, to go wherever you wanted to go, to meet people, to smile and get a smile

T he best moment comes when he’s up in the air, “ working on a t-bone steak” (“ a la carty,” goes the line, and

back? W hat would it feel like to see a different place every hour, instead of the" same cell every day?
Because as a songwriter Chuck Berry was always a realist, he made the poor boy ’s journey troublesome.

you can see Chuck Berry grinning; he knows how to pronounce it, but he knows the poor boy doesn’t) and the mo
ment is so complete you wonder why the plane ever has to come down. T he arrival in Los Angeles is an anti

And though to himself he was a cynic, to his audien<

climax. Nothing could match the journey the poor boy’s just made.
This is a song of freedom: a get-away. It’s also a song about money: although the poor boy has none of his

because as a songwnter he knew that it s detail that makes a song work, that locks a song into a listener s mind, he
had to get the details right — and that was a problem. “ I remember having extreme difficulty while writing

own, he has friends and he’s never lacking. It’s a song about space: the whole lift of the performance, the singing

‘Promised Land,’” he said last year in his autobiography, “ trying to secure a road atlas of the United States to

notes on the guitar, the wild life of the melody, each element is dependent on a big country, a country too big to

verify the routing of the Poor Boy from Norfolk, Virginia to Los Angeles. T he penal institutions were not so

really understand, an expanse so large and varied no geography textbook can truly explain it. A nd it’s a song about

generous as to offer a map of any kind, for fear of providing the route for an escape.”

was a romantic, so he gave the trip a happy ending. A nd
y

By Greil Marcus
Illustrations b y L e a h A n to n
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Listening to this wonderful song,
thinking about the images of move
ment and play the American land
scape offers, you have to stop and
think about the song Chuck Berry
would have written if he hadn’t been
in prison— about how his version of
the open road would have been differ
ent if he’d actually been on it. What’s
missing from “ Promised Land” is
control: mastery, the singer’s hand on
his own fate.
n the '50s, when Chuck Berry
was just hitting the charts,
when he had no big money in
the bank, he never sang as “ the
poor boy” : just the opposite. He
was a driver. He. had his own
machine—first a V-8 Ford, then
a Cadillac—and where he went was
up to him. “ Maybelline,” “ You Can’t
Catch Me,” “ No Money Down” —the
road was his. By the end of “ You Can’t
Catch Me,” he’s airborne: in the ’50s,
everyone believed that in a few years
cars would fly, and Chuck Berry never
missed a trick. But the emotion at the
end of “ Promised Land” isn’t triumph,
isn’t the unlimited sense of release
you feel as “ You Can’t Catch Me”
fades out— it’s a feeling of relief. He
made it; he got there; it’s over. There’s
nothing left to say. The story is
finished.
The fact that the freedom behind
this great tale of the open road was a
fa n ta s y — a prison c e ll— te lls us
something about open road songs: in
rock ’n’ roll, they’re fantasies, and
m ostly cheap fantasies at that.
Sooner or later you’re going to have to
figure out where you want to go,
which means you have to acknowl
edge that you start from somewhere,
that you’re not absolutely free. You’ll
carry the baggage of your place and
time with you. You’ll never get rid of it.
You can go anywhere only if you come
from nowhere, and no one comes
from nowhere.
In that sense, there are no true
“ open road” songs in rock ’n’ roll at all
— no good ones, anyway. By defini
tion, the “ open road” has no fixed
destination on it. It’s the “ Endless
Highway,” as the Band titled their
worst song; “The road goes on for
ever,” as Greg Allman drones in “ Mid
night Rider” ; it’s a place for the “ Ram
blin’ Man” —the Allman Brothers’ big
gest hit, one more Sorry-babe-l-got-togo-the-road-is-calling-me number. It’s
like Lynyrd Skynyrd’s “ Free Bird” or a
hundred others— none of them with
the terrific sense of fate in the Mar
shall Tucker Band’s hard, lovely

20

Clinton St. Quarterly—Spring, 1989

“ Can’t You See,” where the singer
pledges he’ll run away from himself
“ until the train runs outta track.” It
will? That ancient blues line is the
stopper in the song. What will the
singer do then? He doesn’t know, but
he knows he’ll have to decide. The
road doesn’t go on forever.
ou get the same feel
ing in Bruce Spring
s te e n ’s “ T hunder
Road,” one of the
great driving songs.
lu c k y
If y o u 're
enough to hear it in
your car with some room in front of
you, the chords demand more speed;
each time Springsteen presses down
on a word or a guitar string he presses
your foot down on the gas. But even
as he sings “ These two lanes will take
us anywhere,” you know, some
how— he’s saying it, somehow—that
the singer and his girlfriend have
nowhere to go, that they’ll never even
make it out of town. The reality of
corifinement in this affirmation of
escape is what gives the song its ten
sion, its power. It’s no accident that
Springsteen’s next road song after
“ Thunder Road” was “ Racing in the
Street.” It’s a couple of years later, and
his hero is older, tired. The hero’s
girlfriend is even more tired than he is. •
The “ anywhere” that those two lanes
would take them is reduced to how
fast the hero can race in a couple of
c ity blocks on a bet, w hile his
girlfriend stays home.
With these songs we’re talking
about cars, about money, about own
ership, about privacy— but that’s not
where the American open road song
started. It started in 19th century bal
lads, and took shape in early 20th cen
tury blues and country music. The
open fbad song was the song of a
man with no money, nowhere to go,
and no home he’d accept. So he left—
he took to the road, walking, or
hopped a freight car. There was a thin
edge of fun in some of the songs, but
most were somber, finally doomed.
The highway was Hank W illiam s’
“ Lost Highway,” which can be a terri
fying song.
The setting that these old blues
and country songs called up was al
ways social. The singer was leaving
his community, his family, his familiar
milieu of friendship, love, obligation,
piety, work, and respect. You were
born, you did what you were expected
to do, and you died; it was, to some, a
prison, and so these singers got out,
or imagined that they did. Confine

ment put the element of fantasy into
the enormous landscape. When the
Mississippi blues singer Robert John
son sang “ Dust My Broom” in 1936,
“ Chicago” functioned in the lyric as a
place as distant as “ the Philippine Is
lands,” —“ California” was a place as
mythical as “ Ethiopia.” In a manner
that is both inspiring and pathetic, it
wasn’t experience that sparked so
many blues and country road songs, it
was wish. The road, in other words,
was a utopia, and utopia means
“ nowhere.”
Before going back to Chuck
Berry and Bruce Springsteen in their
cars, we have to stop and remember
that when blues and country road
songs were being written, “ the road”
meant vagrancy, the equivalent of
people we see living on city streets to
day. In Berkeley, where I live, at a cof
fee bar where I go every morning, I’ve
seen the same five or six homeless
men for five or six years. They have no
homes— no houses— but they have a
place where they live: they don’t
move. It wasn’t so in the '20s and ’30s,
when vagrancy was a crime; people
without money and without hope of
getting any lived on the road. It wasn't
a rom antic adventure. The hobo
camps Robert Johnson and Jimmie
Rodgers knew were a world of fear,
starvation, alcoholism, theft, rape
and murder. Yet sometimes, it was
also a world of familiarity, friendship,
love, obligation, and respect.
That’s the thin edge of affirma
tion you can hear in the road songs of
the tim e— a very thin edge. In the ’20s,
as a young man, future Supreme
Court Justice William O. Douglas
hopped a freight from his home state
of Washington (he’d been to college,
he had the world in his grasp), and
landed in a hobo jungle in Chicago.
He squatted with the bums, ate their
food, maybe he drank their Sterno,
but they could tell he didn’t have to be
there, and they told him to leave— not
because they thought he was slum
ming, but because they didn’t wish
their life on anyone.
e’re all familiar
with what Hol
ly w o o d now
c a lls “ road
m ovies” : tw o
men on the lam
from th is or
that, lots of chase scenes. The
geography of the country is always a
good set up, good visuals, you can fill
an hour and a half without trouble.
The fact is, I can’t remember the title

of the last road movie I saw, the one
with Robert' de Niro and Charles
Grodin, the one where all the money
runs out but in the end the rich guy
pulls a few hundred thousand out of
his secret money belt and gives it to
the poor guy, but that isn’t what road
movies were like in the ’30s. As the
road song was being invented, the
road in road movies went nowhere, as
in The Grapes of Wrath, or Wild Boys
of the Road, a Warner Brothers film
about scared teenagers looking for
comradeship when they had no rea
son to expect anything but death.
That’s why the road songs of the pre
war period always carry a sense of go
ing down— not exactly of failure, be
cause success is not even a possibil
ity, but of disaster, or surrender, an
acceptance of the fact that you can’t
do whatever it is you want to do, that
you can’t be whatever you want to be.
You can,'t even begin to imagine what
you’d really like to be, where you’d
really like to go. On that road, with no
money, no family, no one to meet,
every place is just like the last place,
and the last place is just like the place
you’ll be next. Every place is the same
—the road is a prison cell.
The great modern American
myths of the road are Jack Kerouac’s
novel On the Road and the movie
Easy Rider— I confess I never read
the book or saw the movie, because
both seemed too stupid every time
anyone told me about what I was
missing. I did see the Albert Brooks
movie Lost in America, where a rich
businessman, inspired by Easy Rider,
decides to go “ on the road” to “ dis
cover America,” selling his house and
buying an $80,000 van —well, things
get tough, so what the hell, he takes
the job in New York he’d turned down.
Just as there is no open road when
there’s a fixed destination, there’s no
open road when you can always go
home—and thpse middle-class exer
cises in Columbus, Part 2, were
always fixed. It doesn’t matter that in
the end of Easy Rider Peter Fonda
and Dennis Hopper get killed by red
necks: they were slumming. Jack
Kerouac, of course, went home,
moved back in with his mother, and
became a right-wing crank. The myth
lives, he’s still celebrated annually as
the apostle of anarchy, the champion
of the freedom to do everything and
say everything. But freedom is tricky.
On the road, slumming, he wrote in
On the Road—Yes, under this great
sky, I wished I was a Negro, full of life
and instinct and...And, James Bald
win wrote in response, I wish I could

have seen you read that stupid pas
sage on the stage of the Apollo Thea
ter in Harlem, and I wish I could have
been there to see what happened
next. They actually had a hook at the
Apollo, but I think James Baldwin had
something a bit more vehement in
mind.
A song about the open road that
doesn’t contain these contradictions,
these confusions, is a lie— and that’s
why, finally, listening to “ Free Bird” is
no more satisfying than listening to
James Taylor sing “ Fire and Rain,”
listening to him sing about how much
he cares about himself, or for that
matter listening to Patti Smith sing
“ People Have the Power,” listening to
her sing about how much she cares
about us. It’s safe s tu ff— no thinking
required, no need for a sound that car
ries doubt, a melody that insists on
uncertainty. “ Free Bird” is “ freedom,”
“ Fire and Rain”'is sensitivity, “ People
Have the Power” is noble— if it’s that
easy, we have nothing to worry about.
There are a lot of rock ’n’ roll
“ road” songs: songs about a per
former being on the road. This road is
usually boring, tiresome, but most
road songs just shove a little deja vu
or ennui into the fun and games. Bob
Seger’s “ Turn the Page” doesn’t, and
that’s why it’s a real road song: there’s
no end to this road, he doesn’t want to
be on it, but he has no choice. He’s no
wild boy on the road, he’s no tramp,
he’s got a job— but he’s not his own
boss. He doesn’t even believe in what
he’s doing as he sings the song, but
he doesn’t know how to do anything
else. So he writes a song about what
he’s not doing, and what he’s not
doing is what he wants to do: to leave
his audience changed, make history,
leave a mark.
Aside from “ Night Moves,” “ Turn
the Page” is Bob Seger’s finest song.
It’s slow, like a bus going down Route
66, which is always slow no matter
what the speedometer says. (Despite
its famous, exciting song, Route 66
may be the most boring highway in
the U.S.A.) The way Seger sings his
song, every word seems to question,
to undercut, every other. The song is
all weariness, a story about the need
to get up for the next show, which
doesn’t turn out well enough to justify
the effort. There are derails: Seger
wrote the song in the early ’70s, when
to go through many territories be
tween San Francisco and New York
with long hair was to get hate stares
that hurt, that humiliated, that said,
“ I’m a law-abiding citizen, and if I
weren’t you’d already be dead.” Seger
captures it all in his tone: there’s no
self-pity in his voice, only shame. This
is a road to nowhere—the tour will
never end, because he will never be a
success — w hatever th a t means.
Here’s where a song vanquishes its
own realism, because of course it
didn’t work out that way for Bob
Seger. Today he lives in Hollywood, in
a penthousd', he’s a millionaire many
times over, but the tune still rings so
true you say “ Good! You deserve it!
Even if you never write another decent
song!”'
fe w ye a rs a fte r
“ Turn the Page,”
S eger
m ade
“Against the Wind,”
a beautiful song, a
huge hit, a sort of
follow-up to “ Turn
the Page.” Seger was insisting, ex
plicitly, that no matter how big his
bank account, he was still on the road
to nowhere, running, escaping, and
though in formal terms, in terms of
elegance and style, “ Against the
Wind” was a better song, it was
w o rth le ss. I love “ A g a in s t the
Wind” —all the romanticism of the
middle-class road song is there,
which is, basically, Sorry, Mom, the
road is calling me— but I know the
song is false, and I know it cost Seger
nothing to write it. I know it cost the
man who wrote “ Turn the Page” every
thing he had to write that song, and
that’s why it hurts to listen to it. In
“ Turn the Page” —“ Here I am, up on
the stage again, playing the star
again,” Seger sings— he’s nobody.

He’s William O. Douglas, lacking even
someone to take the trouble to tell
him to get lost, that he has something
better to do with his life.
The open road, as an idea, as a vi
sion of the geographical endlessness
of America, makes a promise: it will
be a place of surprise, where anything
can happen. But as the song of the
open road developed over the dec
ades, the open road became the road
you already knew, that you knew in
your bones, the road you could drive
without thinking, without looking. The
road song became a cliche that a
good song writer or singer has to con
sciously resist—the writer has to trip
you up. The songwriter has to make
you say, as you drive the street you’ve
driven all your life, barely conscious,
Hey, wait a minute. What’s that tree
doing growing out of the middle of the
road? That was never here before!
This is what happens in Bruce
Springsteen’s music— as the girl on
the doorstep in “ Thunder Road” turns
into Caril Fugate, standing on her
front porch in “ Nebraska.” You re
member, or you’ve heard about it: in
1958, Charley Starkweather drove up
to his girlfriend Caril’s house in Lin
coln; after killing her parents and her
baby half-sister, they took off. They
were on the road, where they could do
anything they wanted to do, and then,
as Springsteen has his Starkweather
say, tracing the map with his finger,
singing in a voice that so plainly
com es from beyond the grave,
“ Through the badlands/ Of Wyoming/
I killed everything/ In my path.” Ten
days, ten dead, more or less.
Starkweather and Fugate lived
out a road song; twenty-four years
later, in 1982, Springsteen finally
wrote it. But it was already there. They
didn’t know what they’d find, they
didn’t know how far they’d get, but
they knew two lanes could take them
anywhere. They got caught— but, as
Starkweather wrote to his father, fac
ing execution, “ for the first time me
and caril had more fun.” Springsteen
doesn’t shrink from such facts in his
song; he goes beyond them. He has
Starkweather talking like a man who
thinks: “ They declared me/ unfit to
live/ Said into that great void/ My
soul’d be hurled” —well, that’s a road
song, the promised land, eternity.
Promised land—what it really means
is that you can do anything you want
to do— it means that the feeling of
movement you get from the open road
makes you want to do things you’d
never want to do if you weren’t on it.
Who hasn’t felt this? Who hasn’t
driven flat out with a good song on the
radio, and felt invulnerable? What
songs were Charley Starkweather
and Caril Fugate listening to, loving,
saying, yes, that’s me, that’s us, the
car accelerating, the two of them
knowing the feeling that nobody
could touch them, you can’t catch me
—what songs did they care about, in
1958? A lot has been written about
Starkweather and Fugate: there have
been TV documentaries, the film Bad
lands, but no one has ever asked that
question. Starkw eather is dead;
Fugate isn’t talking.
The open road in modern Ameri
can song finally has to come back to
Chuck Berry’s “ Promised Land” :
absolute freedom containing abso
lute confinement, or vice versa. If the
open road song means a song where
there is no fixed destination— if we
have to rule out “ Route 66” — “ It
winds from Chicago to L.A.,” no de
tours permitted—then there are two
more songs worth mentioning. One is
Springsteen’s “ Stolen Car,” which
came out in 1980, on The River, the
same album that produced “ Hungry
Heart,” his first top ten hit.
“ Hungry Heart” was a lie, a lie
like Bob Seger’s “Against the Wind,”
though not a fraction as good a song.
A guy with a family on his back splits:
that’s all you know about him, and all
you need to know. “ Stolen Car” is the
other side of the song: no bouncy
chorus, no singalong melody, but
spare, quiet, pure death, a death that
won’t come. The song is short, but its
real time is described in a line from a
’30s blues: “ Minutes seem like hours/
Hours seem just like days.”

The Promised Land
le ft m y home in N orfolk,
Virginia,
California on m y mind,
straddled that greyhound and
rode him into R aleigh
A n d on across Caroline.
We stopped a t Charlotte,
We bypassed R o c k H ill.
We never was a m inute late;
We was ninety miles out o f
A tla n ta by sundown,
R o llin ' out o f Georgia state.
We h ad motor trouble
that turned into a struggle,
H a lf-w a y across Alabam .
A n d that H o u n d broke down
a n d le ft us a ll stranded

A n d they won't let a
poor boy down.
Sure as yo u 're bom,
they bought m e a silk suit.
They p u t luggage in m y hand,
A n d i woke up high over
A lbuquerque on a je t
to the Prom ised L and.
Workin ’ on a T-bone steak,
I h ad a party f l y in ’ over
to the Golden State,
W hen the pilot told us
in thirteen minutes
H e would get us at
the Terminal Gate.
Sw ing low, chariot,

In D ow ntown Birmingham.

come down easy,
Taxi to the Terminal L in e;

R ig h t aw ay I B ought me

C u t y o u r engines,

A through train ticket.
R id in ’ across Mississippi clean.
A n d i was on the M idnight
Flyer out o f Birm ingham .
Sm okin ’ into N e w Orleans.
Som ebody helped me
get out o f Louisiana.
Just to help me
get to H ouston Town.
There are people there who

a n d cool yo u r wings,
A n d let m e m ake it to
the telephone,
L o s Angeles, give me
N orfolk, Virginia
Tidewater 4-1 0 -0 -0 ,
Tell the fo lk s back home,
this is the Prom ised L a n d
callin ’ a n d the poor boy s
on the line.

care a little about me.

The story in “ Stolen Car” is the
same: a husband leaves. But that is
all that is the same. “ I’m driving a
stolen car/ Down on Eldridge Avenue/

Each night I wait to get caught/ But I
never do.” The song is too slow for
someone who says he’s driving— you
can feel him moving down the street,
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O h God said to A braham
k ill me a son

TT ■

A b e says m an y o u m u st be

D o y o u know where I can
get rid o f these things
A n d L o u ie the K in g said
let m e th in k fo r a m inute

puttin 'm e on
God say no

son
A n d he said yes^ S ^ ^

A b e say w hat

I th in k H can be easily done
Just take everything

God sa y y o u can do
w hat y o u w ant A b e

down to H ighw ay 61.

buL the next time
y o u see m e cornin'

N o w the f i f t h daughter

y o u better run.
W ell A b e says

on the tw elfth night
Told the first fa th e r

where do y o u w ant this killin'
done

that things weren't right
M y complexion she said

God says out on

is m uch too white

H ighw ay Sixty-one.

H e said come here a n d
step into the light

W ell Georgia S am
he ha d a bloody nose

he says hm m y o u 're right

W elfare D epartm ent they

L e t m e tell the second mother

wouldn 't give him no clothes

B u t the second mother

H e asked poor H ow ard
where can I go
H ow ard said there s only
J
T9
m an

S a m said tell me quick
I got to run

was with the seventh son
A n d they were both
out on H ighw ay 61.
N o w the rovin gambler
he was very bored

O f H ow ard ju st pointed
wN
■ A n d said that w ay
down on

this has been done

(

?ay 61.

W ell M a c k the Finger said to
L ouie the K in g
I got fo r ty red white a n d blue
shoe strings
A n d a thousand telephones
that don t ring

H e was try in ’ to create
a next world war
H e fo u n d a promoter
who nearly f e l l o f f the floor
H e said I never engaged
In this k in d o f thing before
B u t Pe s I th in k it can be
very easily done
W e ll ju s t p u t some bleachers
out in the sun
A n d have it on H ighw ay 61.

ten m iles an hour, five miles an hour,
passing one cop car after another, as
he moves, waiting— but the cops
don’t care, the woman he left doesn’t
care, it’s as if he’d never been born. He
drives in a circle. “ She asked if I
remembered the letters I wrote/W hen
our love was young and bold/She said
last night she read those letters/ And
they made her feel/ One hundred
years old.” That seems young to him,
now.
The detail that “ Hungry Heart”
slides over is present, the people are
real. As the man drives round and
round his town in a circ le — maybe
he’s been doing it for weeks, years,
maybe he’s the guy people point to
and say, “ You know him, the guy who
always passes here at 4 PM, as if he’s
expecting someone to notice him ” —
but like a homeless man on the same
corner for five or six years, no one ac
knowledges his presence. The story
he’s telling is like a story guitarist Roy
Buchanan, who killed him self last
m onth, once told, a story about the
tiny C alifornia town he grew up in:
“ Sometimes it gets so lonely here you
feel like you could fire a gun inside
y o u r s e lf ” — a n d , he d id n ’ t say,
because he did n ’t th ink he had to, no
one would hear it. The man singing
“ Hungry Heart” is out on the open
road of “ Free Bird” and “ Ram blin’
Man.” The man in “ Stolen Car” is in
his house, his prison cell, fantasizing,
like Chuck Berry as he wrote “ Prom
ised Land.” The open road has be
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come an image of its e lf— which, per
haps, is what it always was.
There’s one more road I want to
talk a bo ut— Highway 61, which you
all know. When I first heard Bob Dy
lan’s song “ Highway 61 Revisited” in
1965, I was transfixed. Instantly, it
was a m ystical road to me, a place of
visitations and visions. Two thousand
m iles away from where I lived, it was
plainly a place where anything could
happen; where, the song said, if you
knew how to look, you could see that
everything had already happened.
Highway 61 was the center of the uni
verse. Bob Dylan was saying that if
you th ink hard enough, see clearly
enough, you can understand that the
whole o f human history, every possi
ble com bination of story and syntax,
is right before your eyes, that the
open road is the road you know best.
The song explodes.

home until you’ve settled your affairs
at home, and if you leave, what you
get is not freedom but exile. Can you
imagine Prince singing a song about
the open road? Just to ask the ques
tion exposes its triviality. What would
the idea have to say to him? And “ L it
tle Red Corvette” is not about a car—
although it m ight be the ultim ate
internalization o f the image o f the
open road.
Bob Dylan came out of the tradi
tion of ’20s and ’30s blues and Coun
try singers. Getting out o f here, down
the highw ay, 500 m iles from my
home, not knowing where you’re go
ing, leaving everything behind, w hat’s
next? No one, ce rta in ly no nice,
middle-class, Jewish, ex-college stu
dent from Hibbing, ever carried it o ff
so convincingly. When Dylan sang the
old blues song “ Highway 51” on his
first album in 1962, he made it real. He
caught the feeling of tw o hundred
years worth of songs and the expanse
of 48 states in his voice. The way Bob
Dylan sang on his early records, he
could have been bom in Virginia in the
seventeen hundreds, turned up for the
Gold Rush in California in 1849, head
ed up to Alaska in the 1890s, made it
down to Mexico in 1910— the road
was the story, it told the story, the
story told you.
When I came to Minnesota in
1966, all I wanted to do was get behind
the wheel and get out onto Highway
61 — 1 was sure transcendence was
waiting there, at every entrance. I
pulled into the highway, and of course
it was just like pulling onto any high
way. N othing happened. S till, the
song lost none o f its force, and it still
h a s n ’t. “ OUT ON HIGHWAY 61!”
Dylan was shouting, and no singer
could put more inflection, more w it
and irony, into a shout than the Bob
Dylan who was singing in the mid’60s. Abraham gets the command to
sacrifice his son— out on Highway 61,
God says. A man has to escape, from
what we aren’t to ld — Highway 61 is
the only route. Garbage has to be
dumped (a thousand red, white, and
blue shoe strings, you get the idea)
Highway 61 is the place. A drama of
miscegenation, incest, and racism is
played o u t— where else? And, finally,
the last verse. There’s a gambler, he’s
got a great idea— let’s put on the next
world war. He meets a p ro m o te rwell, he’s shocked, but he’s got an
answer. “ We’ll just put some bleach
ers out in the sun/ And have it on...”
That was 1965. In 1974, when Bob
Dylan and the Band toured the coun
try for the first tim e in eight years—
and, in those days, adjusting for the
inflation that has taken over pop cul
ture, eight years was like a century.
Bob Dylan and th e Band played
“ Highway 61 Revisited,” which they’d
never played in the ’60s. The song was
the only one that upset them, that
confused them, that forced them to
acknowledge, as m usicians, that they
didn’t know where they were g oing —
that produced, as g uitarist Robbie
Robertson said, “ a moment of panic,”
a change on the guitar that pushed
the song onto a road it had never trav
elled before, an unmapped road.

free birds come to a halt in “ Highway
61 Revisited.” You can hear a man at
the height o f his commercial and
m ythic success announcing that free
dom is confinem ent— anything can
happen, he says, but only at home. He
is fantasizing everything w ithin the
confines of the fam iliar; like Chuck
Berry in “ Promised Land,” he is adm it
ting that the journey is not up to him.
The open road song goes back
too fa r— to a tim e when there were no
roads, only wandering. Daniel Boone
wanted elbow room, the country had
it, he went looking for it. Other people
followed in his footsteps; their tracks
becam e roads. Eventually, th o se
roads reached the end of the co nti
nent; then they doubled back, and
crisscrossed the continent with high
ways.
The strangest open road song is
Canned Heat’s “ On the Road Again”
— “ We rjnight even/ Leave the U.S.A.,”
Al W ilson sings. But this isn’t real.
“ Highway 61 Revisited” is: w hat’s real
is the insistence that the open road is
your own ground, your own street,
where anything can happen.
I believe that it can, and I believe
that looking for surprise wherever it is
that you live is better than looking for
surprise where you’ve never been and
don’t belong: where, in the end, like
Kerouac and Peter Fonda, you’re
slum m ing. I remember reading an
Allen Ginsberg poem in about 1970,
where he said, “ The cosmos vibrated
at my feet in Kansas.” “ In Kansas?" I
said to a friend w ith disdain— “ what
sort of cosmos vibrates in Kansas?"
But now I know Ginsberg should have
named the town, and the street, as
Bob Dylan named “ Highway 61.”
“ Look,” my friend said, “ anyone can
get the cosmos to vibrate in Japan, or
China, or India. But to get the cosmos
to vibrate in Kansas— that means he
was really there.”
A llen G insberg w a sn ’t s lu m 
ming. Unlike his friend Jack Kerouac,
he w asn’t looking for what he w asn’t,
he was trying to become what he
wanted to be, what he already was.
The cosmos s till vibrates for me in
“ Highway 61 Revisited.” Whenever I
think of it, when I’m driving— you
don’t hear it on the radio anymore, but
you can call it up out of m emory— the
number of the highway I’m on doesn’t
matter.
As a clich6, the open road is a
dead end; sta rtin g from nowhere,
th a t’s where it leads. Yet as an en
closed m etaphor— as w ith “ Prom
ised Land,” a reach for freedom out of
a prison cell, or Springsteen’s “ Stolen
Car,” w hich was never stolen, or
“ Highway 61 Revisited,” just the local
road — a nyth in g can happen, and
you’ll recognize it, understand it,
weigh its costs.
This, I think, is what the notion of
the open road is about today. When
we can fly across a continent that
once took m onths to cross in a few
hours— and see nothing; it no longer
matters how long it takes to drive it,
walk it — the fastest tim e defines the
place. But the idea of the open road in
your own town, in your own mind, in
your own cell is a contradiction in
terms, and that is why the idea cannot
be closed off. As a fact, the open road
is now a fantasy; as a fantasy, we w ill
never get o ff it.

ut some bleachers out
in the sun, and watch
the end of the world.
Why not? The open road
“The publication of this essay is
is fu ll o f s u rp ris e s .
supported by American Icons, a
Anything can happen. In
Walker Art Center education pro
th is song, everything
gram
funded by the National Endow
does happen, and so casually.
Why
mentno
for the Humanities and the law
not? You’re out on the open road,
firm
metaphor, now the thing itself.
It’sofaRobins, Kaplan, Miller &
Ciresi. ‘The Open Road’ was
fact, an experience you’re reporting.
istening to “ Highway
originally presented as a lecture at
Just as the open road has no fixed
Walker Art Center on 4 October
destination, it has no fixed beginning
61 Revisited” today, it
1988.”
— Sorry-babe-the-road-is-calling-m e
doesn’t m atter to me
w on’t do. W hat’s so shocking about
that I know the open
Greil Marcus’ latest book, A Secret
“ Highway 61 Revisited” is that its two
road is a narrow, class
History of the Twentieth Century, will
lanes, which w ill take you anywhere,
based, s e x is t, ra c e 
be published this spring by Harvard
describe a place where people actu
based theme in Ameri
University Press. His book Mystery
ally live,
can music. Think about it: where
are where they have fantasized,
Train remains an essential read on
where they are stuck.
the great road songs from Motown,
music in our culture.
fro m O tis R e d d in g o r W ils The
o n song could have been called
Leah Anton is a Twin Cities artist.
“ No Way Out.” There is only one song
P ickett— sorry, “ Mustang Sally” isn’t
I know w ith that title; “ I got you, I got
it. Aretha Franklin? The only open
Designer Connie Gilbert is a regular
you— and there’s no way out" runs
road song from Al Green is about
contributor to the Clinton St.
the chorus. All the road movies, all the
wandering from bar to bar in search of
Quarterly.
chase scenes, all the flig h ts of all the
God. For these people, you can’t leave
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continued from page 7
now we know what we don't see.
Whenever a TV show or a movie or a
news broadcast leaves out crucial
realities for the sake of sentimental
ity, we pretty much understand the
nature of what’s been left out and
why.
But American media forgives the
emptiness and injustice of our daily
life by presenting our daily life as
innocent. Society, in turn, forgives
American media for lying because if
we accept the lie as truth then we
needn’t do anything, we needn’t
change.
I like Dave’s line of thought be
cause it suggests a motive— literally,
a motive force—for these rivers of
glop that stream from the screens
and loudspeakers of our era. Be
cause, contrary to popular belief, pro
fit is not the motive. That seems a
rash statement to make in the vicinity
of Las Vegas, but the profit motive
merely begs the question: why is it
profitable? Profit, in media, is simply
a way of measuring attention. Why
does what we call “ media” attract so
much attention?
The answer is that it is otherwise
too crippling for individuals to bear
the strain of accepting the unbal
anced, unrewarding, uninspiring exis
tence that is advertised as “ normal
daily life” for most people who have
to earn a living every day.
Do th o s e w o rd s seem to o
strong? Consider: to go to a job you
don’t value in itself but for its pay
check, while your kids go to a school
that is less and less able to educate
them; a large percentage of your pay
is taken by the government for de
fenses that don’t defend, welfare that
doesn’t aid, and the upkeep of a gov
ernment that is impermeable to the in
fluence of a single individual; while
you are caught in a value system that
judges you by what you own, in a soci
ety where it is taken for granted now
that children can’t communicate with
their parents, that old people have to
be shut away in homes, and that no
neighborhood is really safe; while the
highest medical costs in the world
don’t prevent us from having one of
the worst health records in the West
(for instance, New York has a far
higher infant mortality rate than Hong
Kong), and the air, water, and super
market food are filled with Godknows-what; and to have, at the end of
a busy yet uneventful life, little to
show for enduring all this but a com
fortable home if you’ve “ done well”
enough; yet to know all along that
you’re living in the freest, most power
ful country in the world, though you
haven’t had time to exercise much
freedom and don’t personally have
any power—this is to be living a life of
slow attrition and maddening con
tradictions.
Add to this a social style that val
ues cheerfulness more than any other
attribute, and then it is not so strange
or s h o c k in g th a t th e average
American family watches six to eight
hours of network television a day. It is
a cheap and sanctioned way to par
take of this world without having ac
tually to live in it.
Certainly they don't watch so
much TV because they’re bored—
there’s far too much tension in their
lives to call them bored, and, in fact,
many of the products advertised on
their favorite programs feature drugs
to calm them down. Nor is it because
they’re stupid—a people managing
the most technically intricate daily
life in history can hardly be written off
as stupid; nor because they can’t
entertain themselves—they are not
so different from the hundreds of gen
erations of their forebears who enter
tained themselves very well as a mat
ter of course. No, they are glued to the
TV because one of the most funda
mental fnessages of television is:
“ It’s all right.”
Every sitcom and drama says:
“ It’s all right.” Those people on the
tube go through the same— if highly
stylized — frustrations, and are ex
posed to the same dangers as we are,
yet they reappear magically every
week (every day on the soap operas)

ready for more, always hopeful, al
ways cheery, never questioning the
fundamental premise that this is the
way a great culture behaves and that
all the harassments are the tempo
rary inconveniences of a beneficent
society. It’s going to get even better,
but even now i t ’s all right. The com
mercials, the Hollywood movies, the
universal demand in every television
drama or comedy that no character’s
hope can ever be exhausted, combine
in a deafening chorus of: It’s all right.
As a screenwriter I have been in
many a film production meeting, and
not once have I heard any producer or
studio executive say, “ We have to lie
to the public.” What I have heard, over
and over, is, “ They have to leave the
theater feeling good.” This, of course,
easily (though not always) translates
into lying— into simplifying emotions
and events so that “ it’s all right.” You
may measure how deeply our people
know “ it” is not all right, not at all, by
how much money they are willing to
pay to be ceaselessly told that it is.
The more they feel it’s not, the more
they need to be told it is— hence Mr.
Reagan’s popularity.
Works that don’t say “ It’s all
right” don’t get much media attention
or make much money.
The culture itself is in the infan
tile position of needing to be assured,
every dal, all day, that this way of life
is good for you. Even the most dis
turbing news is dispensed in the most
reassuring package. As world news
has gotten more and more disturbing,
the trend in broadcast journalism has
been to get more and more flimflam,
to take it less seriously, to keep up the
front of “ It’s really quite all right.” This
creates an enormous tension be
tween the medium and its messages,
because everybody know s th a t
what’s on the news is not all right.
That is why such big money is paid to
a newscaster with a calm, authorita
tive air who, by his presence alone,
seems to resolve the contradictions
of his medium. Walter Cronkite was
the most popular newscaster in
broadcast history because his very
presence implied: “As long as I’m on
the air, you can be sure that, no matter
what I’m telling you, i t ’s still all right.”
w
W
hich is to say that the media
■ ■ has found it profitable to do
the mothering of the mass psyche.
But it’s a weak mother. It cannot nur
ture. All it can do is say it’s all right,
tuck us in, and hope for the best.
Today most serious, creative
people exhaust themselves in a side
line commentary on this state of af
fairs, a commentary that usually gets
sucked up into the media and spewed
back out in a format that says “ It’s all
right. What this guy’s saying is quite
all right, what this woman’s singing is
all right, all right.” This is what “ gain
ing recognition” virtually always
means now in America: your work
gets turned inside out so that its
meaning becomes “ It’s all right.”
Of course, most of what exists to
make media of, to make images of, is
more and more disorder. Media keeps
saying, “ It’s all right” while being fix
ated upon the violent, the chaotic,
and the terrifying. So the production
of media becomes more and more
schizoid, with two messages simul
taneously being broadcast: “ It’s all
right. We’re dying. It’s all right. We’re
all dying.” The other crucial message
—“ We’re dying” — runs right along
side It’s all right.
Murder is the crux of much
media “ drama.” But it’s murder pre
sented harmlessly, with trivial causes
cited. Rare is the attempt, in all our
thousands of murder dramas, to delve
below the surface. We take for grant
ed now, almost as an immutable prin
ciple of dramatic unity, that signifi
cant numbers of us want to kill signi
ficant numbers of the rest of us. And
what are all the murders jn our media
but a way of saying “ We are being
killed, we are killing, we are dying” ?
Only a people dying and in the midst
of death would need to see so much
of it in such sanitized form in order to
make death harmless. This is the way

we choose to share our death.
Delete the word “ entertainment”
and say instead, North Americans
devote an enormous amount of time
to the ritual of sharing death. If this
were recognized as a ritual, and if the
deaths were shared with a respect for
the realities and the mysteries o f
death, this might be a very useful
thing to do. But there is no respect for
death in our death-dependent media,
there is only the compulsion to dis
play death. As for the consumers,
they consume these deaths like sugar
pills. Their ritual goes on far beneath
any level on which they’d be prepared
to admit the word “ ritual.” So we en
gage in a ritual we pretend isn’t hap
pening, hovering around deaths that
we say aren’t real.
It is no coincidence that this
practice has thrived while the Penta
gon uses the money of these death
watchers to create weapons for death
on a scale that is beyond the powers
of human im agination — the very
same human im agination that is
stunting itself by watching ersatz
deaths, as though intentionally crip
pling its capacity to envision the en
croaching dangers. It is possible that
the Pentagon’s process could not go
on without the dulling effects of this
“ entertainment.”
When we’re not watching o u r,
screens, we’re listening to music.
And, of course, North Americans lis
ten to love songs at every possible op
portunity, through every possible ori
fice of media. People under the strain
of such dislocating unrealities need
to hear “ I love you, I love you,” as often
as they can. “ I love you” or “ I used to
love you” or “ I ought to love you” or “ I
need to love you” or “ I want to love
you.” It is the fashion of pop-music
critics to3 discount the words for the
style, forgetting that most of the
w orld’s cultures have had songs
about everything, songs about work,
about the sky, about death, about the
gods, about getting up in the morning,
about animals, about children, about
eating, about dreams— about every
thing, along with love. These were
songs that everybody knew and sang.
For a short time in the late sixties we
moved toward such songs again, but
that was a brief digression; since the
First World War the music that most
North Americans listen to has been a
music of love lyrics that rarely go be
yond adolescent yearnings. Eitherthe
song is steeped in the yearnings
themselves, or it is saturated with a
longing for the days when one could,
shamelessly, feel like an adolescent.
The beat has changed radically from
decade to decade, but with brief
exceptions that beat has carried the
same pathetic load. (The beat, thank
fully, has given us other gifts.)
It can’t be over-emphasized that
these are entertainments of a people
whose basic imperative is the need
not to think about their environment.
The depth of their need may be mea
sured by the hysterical popularity of
this entertainment; it is also the mea
sure of how little good it does them,
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! ¥ ■ edia is not experience. In its
■
most common form, media
substitutes a fantasy of experience or
(in the case of news) an abbreviation
of experience for the living fact. But in
our culture the absorption of media
has become a substitute for experi
ence. We absorb media, we don’t live
it—there is a vast psychological dif
ference, and it is a difference that is
rarely brought up.
For example, in the 1940s, when
one’s environment was still one’s
environment, an experience to be
lived instead of a media-saturation to
be absorbed, teenagers like Elvis
Presley and Jerry Lee Lewis didn’t
learn their music primarily from the
radio. Beginning when they were
small boys they sneaked over to the
black juke joints of Louisiana and
Mississippi and Tennessee, where
they weren’t supposed to go, and they
listened and learned. When Lewis and
Presley began recording, even though
they were barely twenty they had tre
mendous authority because they had

experience— a raw experience of
crossing foreign boundaries, of
streets and sounds and peoples, of
the night-to-night learning of ways
that could not be taught at home.
This is very different from young
musicians now who learn from a prod
uct, not a living ground. Their music
doesn’t get to them till it’s been sifted
through elaborate corporate net
works of production and distribution.
It doesn’t smack of the raw world that
exists before “ product” can even be
thought of.
The young know this, of course.
They sense the difference intensely,
and often react to it violently. So white
kids from suburban media culture in
vented slam dancing (jumping up and
down and slamming into each other)
while black kids from the South
Bronx, who have to deal with realities
far more urgent than media, were ela
borating the astounding graces of
break dancing.
Slam dancing was a dead end.
Break dancing, coming from a living
ground, goes out through media but
becomes ultimately transformed into
another living ground—the kids in the
elementary school down the street in
Santa Monica break dance. Which is
to say, a grace has been added to their
lives. A possibility of grace. With the
vitality that comes from having origi
nated from a living ground. The media
here is taking its proper role as a
channel, not as a world in itself. It’s
possible that these kids are being af
fected more in their bodies and their
daily lives by the South Bronx subcul
ture than by high-gloss film s like
Gremlins or Indiana Jones and the
Temple of Doom. Even through all this
static, life can speak of life.
/
Of course, break dancing inevi
tably gets hyped, and hence deval
ued, by the entertainment industry,
the way Elvis Presley ended up sing
ing “ Viva Las Vegas” as that town’s
most glamorous headliner. He went
from being the numinous son of a liv
ing ground to being the charismatic
product of a media empire—the para
digm of media’s power to transform
the transformers. The town veritably
glows in the dark with the strength of
media’s mystique.
We do not yet know what life is in
a media environment. We have not yet
evolved a contemporary culture that
can supply the definition—or rather,
supply the constellation of concepts
in which that definition would live and
grow. These seem such simple state
ments, but they are at the crux of the
American dilemma now. An important
aspect of this dilemma is that we’ve
barely begun a body of thought and
art which is focused on what is really
alive in the ground of a mediasaturated d aily life. For culture
always proceeds from two poles: one
is the people of the land and the
street; the other is the thinker. You see
this most starkly in revolutions: the
ground swell on the one hand, the
thinker (the Jefferson, for instance)
on the other. Or religiously, the ground
swell of belief that is articulated by a
Michelangelo or a Dante. The two
poles can exist without each other
but they cannot be effective without
each other.
Unless a body of thought con
nects with a living ground, there is no
possibility that this era will discover
itself within its cacophony and cre
ate, one day, a post-A.D. culture. It is
ours to attempt the thought and seek
the ground — for all of us exist be
tween those poles. We are not only dy
ing. We are living. And we are strug
gling to share our lives, which is all,
finally, that “ culture” means.
Report from El Dorado is from
Michael Ventura’s Shadow Dancing
in the U.S.A, which is a collection of
essays taken from his columns in
the L.A. Weekly. He has just pub
lished an excellent novel entitled
Night Time, Losing Time. This essay
also appeared in The Graywolf
Annual Five: Multi-cultural Literacy.
Twin Cities artist Stuart Mead is a
frequent contributor to the CSQ.
Connie Gilbert is a Twin Cities
graphic designer and artist.
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( PRIVATE
PARTS )
By Stephanie Ericsson
Illustration by Gabriele Ellertson

“Infertility” is a very long word.
It sounds dry and skinny, pursed-lipped
and pitiful. But over and over fo r more
than a year, I heard this word refer to
me. Each time it sounded entirely new
and, each time, it seared me like a
brand that stamped out my limitations.
Inadequate. Incompetent. Infertile.
The Scarlet I.

But let me tell you about this ovarian
odyssey. The time is the present, after
twelve months o f unsuccessful attempts
to get pregnant. I am now consulting
“the experts.”
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“ Infertility," I say the word, but it resonates as
though I too screamed it, “ is a diagnosis, and we
haven’t determined that yet.”
She is flustered. I don’t fit into her system. I
am proud that I remained calm on the outside,
because on the inside I wanted to fla il around the
lobby and smash the darling little baby toys that
lay scattered in the Kiddy Korner.
“ That’s just what the doctors call it,” she
snips, defending her cruelty. I realize she is some
one I have to ward off. There is a raw, little girl in
side me. who doesn’t understand why these words
sting. I must protect her. I become quiet, and look
down at the counter and keep my voice low.
“ I know th a t’s what you need to put into your
computer, and I know th a t’s what the doctors call it
among themselves,” I say, “ but it doesn’t make it
hurt any less.”
The pregnant nurse gets up and moves to the
back of the office to retrieve some papers. I am
reeling from th is confrontation. She is unmoved,
unaffected, unperturbed. I feel my chin cramping
as I steady my jaw from quivering. I promise myself
I can fall apart when I get to my car.
“ I think you did the right thing,” says a voice
behind me. I turn and see the menopausal woman,
coiffed and polished, tanned from golf, I suspect.
Her face calms me, and I see she understands.
“ Twenty years ago, I couldn’t say that to the
nurses, but I wanted to. Good for you. You took care
of yourself.”
I cannot talk, because I am trying to s till my
trem bling chin. I want to let her know how much I
appreciate her remarks, but I can only nod lamely
and mumble thanks. Her business is completed by
another nurse, and the second trim ester woman
moves in, a little closer to me in line.
As I wait, I am conscious that everyone in the
lobby has heard the word INFERTILITY spoken in
reference to me.

“ Well, we’ve got an excellent sample,” he
observes, looking proudly at the bloody bottle.
“ You had a bad cramp. I am sorry. I guess it hurt
more than I thought it would.”
I try pulling myself up from the table. I know
now how women feel who have had abortions.
Robbed. Raped. And worse, accom odating.
I look at the bottle in his hands as he leaves,
and I remember back to the world before I was
born, thousands of years ago, when menstrual
blood was sacred. When it was coveted and drunk
for power.
I dress very slowly.
The doctor peeks back in and says he has
ordered an operation called laparoscopy. He wants
to look inside of me. W ith his tubes and his scalpel.
He says they’ll insert a tube into my navel, to look
for endom etriosis, the silent sterilizer of women. If
they find any endometrial “ sites,” they’ll burn them
o ff w ith a laser. I visualize cigarette burns on my
womb. Something is wrong w ith th is picture, but
the m atter-of-fact tone of the doctor and the insti
tu tio n a l sanction o f the w ords — laparoscopy,
endometriosis, laser therapy— throw me off. I nod
my consent. He leaves.
I cannot move well. I want to lay down, curl up.
But there is the lobby to w alkthrough, and the preg
nant scheduling nurse to see again.

The Operation.

he morning comes early, and we dress in the
dark to go to the hospital. I lament my mor
ning tea, as I watch my husband drink his
with enthusiasm. We drive in the dawn, and I listen
to him prattle on about a problem he is having with
his children of a previous marriage.
“ Can we change the subject?” I say. He apolo
gizes and we ride the rest of the way in silence.
At the hospital, I take o ff my clothes and put
on theirs. Then I w alk into the operating room — the
“ well-patient approach,” as my escorting nurse
calls it. I have just seen my doctor in his street
clothes, and we have spoken about the laparos
copy and what they w ill do. I lay down on the table
in the room where people in blue scrubs are busy
preparing for me. I am not introduced to any of
them. This strikes me as strange, that I w ill never
even see their faces or know their names, or what
they like to eat for breakfast, or if a lover ever broke
their heart. Yet they w ill see a part of me no man
has ever seen. My private parts. I exchange a few
words with the anesthesiologist, then a new per
Now they all know.
son walks in.
In order to stay calm I do not look anypne in
“ Hi. Who are you?” I ask, trying to be cheerful.
the face. The belly comes closer and I try not to
He laughs, and I recognize my doctor, who looks
look. But I want so much to look, to touch pregnant
entirely different in scrubs w ith surgical glasses
bellies. I want so much to see what they look like
perched on his nose.
naked, to w itness the dark line and the popped
Then I feel sleepy.
cork navel. The belly speaks to me.
The next thing I feel is cold. So cold. I shiver
“ Hang in there,” it says, and I look up to where
violently, and the recovery room nurse asks me if I
the words have come from. The mouth is warm, and
want to drink something. I heave at the suggestion,
the eyes are soft, and I know that this is a mother. I
unable to answer. She covers me more with covers
probably w ill never be a mother, but I like looking at
and then leaves me to shake them off. I d rift in and
her.
out, shiver, questions about drinking water, shiver,
“ Unless they’ve gone through it,” continues
pain. Big pain in my stomach. Big pain. When did
the second trim ester mother, “ it’s hard for them to
they give me that big pain? The blue people have
understand. We went through it too.” I noticed she
done things to me I don’t understand. Yet, I remind
didn’t say the l-word. Her eyes fill up with tears. “ It
myself, I consented.
s till hurts just to th ink about it,” and she smiles,
A nurse answers a phone in the distance. I
embarrassed. I cannot hold onto my chin any
scream but it comes out a moan. I hear her words,
longer or the tears behind the effort.
“ ...yes, she is having a bit of a hard tim e...
“ Yes it does,” I say. The pregnant computer
long tim e under...heavy m ed ica tio n...she ’ll be
nurse sits down just in tim e to see me cry. I hate
alright, but w on’t be down for a while, tell him ...
he nurse at the gynecologist’s office sits,
that she saw me cry. These days, my privacy is so
not to worry...
pregnant, in front of her computer. She looks
im portant to me. My feelings are private. Even if my
Easy fo r you to say, I think.
INFERTILITY isn’t.
up at me as I look down at her. I need another
Finally, I am ready to sit up. At least the nurses
appointment. A dozen people are waiting in the
think so. I feel like a grenade had exploded inside
lobby, which is decorated with icons to f e r t ilit y me and finally I lower myself into the recliner. When
oil p aintin gs by Mary C assatt and oversized
I Took up, there is my husband’s expectant face,
madonna and child statues. Art to identify with.
he doctor comes into the room, and he is
hopeful that I am fine. I smile. Then I sleep. And
Two women stand behind me, one menopausal, the
busy w ith my chart. I am naked from the
wake. And drink water, hoping to pee.
other in her second trimester. I have learned to
“ We can’t let her go home until she voids,” I
waist down, w ith a flim sy paper blanket
identify these things.
hiding my vulnerability. I know that I w ill lay down,
hearthem tell him. I d rift off, and wake, drift off, and
“ I need to schedule another appointment,
wake. It is three o ’clock now. I have seen three
and put my feet into the cold stirrups designed, I'm
please,” I say to the pregnant nurse.
certain, during the 18th century w itch trials. Dis
sh ifts of operations move in and out of these day
“ You’re a new patient?” This question helps
com fort and hum iliation. Oh goodie. I focus on one
surgerychairs, and I am s till here. All of them could
her to know if I reside in the computer.
of the square tiles on the ceiling and wait. He
pee, which seems to be the only ticket out of this
“ Yes.”
descends between my.legs, and sits on his chajr as
place. I walk to get the juices moving. Maybe then
She asks me who my doctor is. I tell her.
he snaps on his rubber gloves. His voice is gentle
I’ll be able to “ void.”
“ What do you need done?” she inquires in full
I feel the urge now. I am excited as a kid who
as he te lls me what he is going to do.
volume. I feel as if she just asked to see my used
gets to have candy. I go to the toilet, happily unas
“ You’ll feel a cramp, no worse than a men
tampon.
strual cramp.” I say OK. Memories well up...being
sisted. I sit carefully and relax, hoping it w ill come.
In a low voice, I reply, “ He said I need an endo
For inspiration, I turn on the water in the sink. There
a kid pulling down my pants for a booster shot. To
biopsy.” When you can’t get pregnant, they stick
is a little pain, and I relax, expecting it. The pain
bolster my courage as I did then, I squench up my
things in you and take things out of you and ex
eyes, as if that w ill make it less painful. He slips in
gets worse, and I s till try to relax more. The pain
amine them. I have learned this.
rams down. I am not relaxed now. I grip the sink at
a long, w hite tube and I feel the cramp. I breathe
“ O h, y o u a re s e e in g Dr. B la c k fo r
hard, but it doesn’t ease, it intensifies. The nurse
my side, and lift up to ease the stab, but hot throbs
INFERTILITY.”
strolls into the room. I am now gripping the table.
rampage through me. I’m in trouble. It w on’t let up.
I believe she screamed the word. I look at her
She is chewing gum and glances over the chart. He
What do I do? I pull the chain, and hear the patient
belly and think, Easy fo r you to say.
pulls out the long tube, and she holds a bottle up
alarm go off.
“ Could you use another word?” My nose
for him. The long w hite tube spits something into it,
In seconds, a nurse is there, she asks no ques
tickles from the tears I won’t cry in front of her. I
something red, some part of me. I want to grab the
tions but says she’ll be back w ith a wheelchair. I
c o n tin u e s o ftly . “ I p re fe r to c a ll it fe r t ility
can’t stay quiet now. I groan. I am transferred to the
bottle. I don’t want them to have it.
counseling.

T

I will never even see their
faces or know their names,
yet they will see a part o f me
no man has ever seen.

The First Appointment.

T

Next Appointment.

T
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recliner, and they push me back, but' now I am
screaming. I see faces all around me. “ Help me!” I
cry, through the contractions. I start to shake vio
lently, and they ask me where it hurts. “ Here,” I say,
“ and here, and here” — I point to my whole trunk.
Already, I am aware that they don’t like people in
day-surgery recovery to scream out in pain. I know
they want me to be quiet.
My husband holds my head and my hand.
“ Just relax.” I hear him say.
Right.
Now the nurses are telling me to breathe, and I
am breathing. I will do anything for this pain to go
away.
I see a pretty face close to mine, a nurse who
says,
“ Breathe in through your nose, and purse your
lips and blow out, now in through your nose, and
out through your mouth....” She continues this
mantra and I succumb to her hypnotic commands.
There is no one else in the world but her and me at
that moment. Soon they give me two white pills,
but I know they won’t reach the pain for a while so I
breathe with my nurse. My husband’s face flashes
through a herd of faces that move in and out of my
line of vision. He is scared. I feel a tug of pity for
him and then a collapse.
“ Please,” I say to the breathing nurse, “ send
my husband out for coffee.” He goes, but not with
out a look of yearning in my direction. I know he is
feeling powerless but I can’t bear to watch him
watch me.
The shivers are racking.
The nurse explains. “ You had a uterine con
traction, just like in labor. But you spooked yourself
and made it worse. You may have another, but we
will breathe through it together, Okay?”
We? Right. But she is right. I was finally able to
void.
When the big pain is over, I go home. Days go
by, marked only by how many pain pills I didn’t have
to take. I move like an old woman. And after I finally
manage to work a whole day, I fall exhausted into
my bed. I love my heating pad more than my hus
band. I don’t want to touch, hug, or hold hands. I
want to be left entirely alone and I don’t feel an
ounce of remorse.

worked on a womb, it should be on an altar, not on a
gurney. I am no longer positive I even want a child
now.
That night, I talk long distance with my friend
Malka in Boston.
“ I thought getting pregnant would be a little
more romantic. I mean, if they inseminate me, it’ll
be without even having sex.”
Malka says, “ Then we’ll have to rename you
Mary and you’ll have a lot of people praying to you.
Who needs that.” I almost smile.
She continues, “ Can this doctor make you
pregnant?”
“ That’s what he says. I hear he’s the best.”
“ So? Gadget pregnant. You can have sex any
time.”
'
I hang up, comforted by her simple logic.
The moon rises full tonight and it is peeking
through the pine trees in my backyard. It is very
late. Blue light illuminates the room and I can see
as if there was a light on.
I can’t sleep and I can’t cry so I sit, the cat
curled in my sterile lap, content. We think together.
Or maybe she isn’t thinking at all. After all, I had her
tubes tied and she doesn’t seem the worse for it.
She is a whole cat. She plays and preens and purrs
with the confidence of one who needs no purpose
to exist. She is not inadequate just because she’s
kitten less— it really doesn’t matter to her.
But it matters to me, and finally I cry. I mourn
my unborn children, but I can’t give up yet.
By now, we both dread sex. I remember the
way we used to flirt, the anticipation while we
showered to be sweet for each other. The music,
the dance, the lingering. How long has it been?
We’ve lost each other. Now sex means charts and
thermometers before I move from the bed. Now it
means examining ^the fluids I used to wipe away.
It’s pH sticks and stopwatches, little vials and
color charts. Now it’s resentment when he works
late on the day after my “ LH surge” for fear that we
missed the egg.
I remember back to our first Valentine’s Day. I
sent a card and a rose. But no rose came for me. I
was crushed. He said, “ Look, I resent having to feel
romantic when the calendar says to.” Now I under
stand. We both understand. Making babies has be
come performance on command. And in bed, we
both get the feeling we’re being watched.

Next Appointment: The Results.

The doctor stands up.
“ Ok, just lay there for fifteen minutes or so.”
“ That’s it?” I ask.
“ That’s it.”
Fourteen days later, I bleed. For a full day it’s
not only blood but tears that won’t stop. My doctor
says I should see a therapist. I hate +iim. Why
doesn’t anyone else think this is all crazy?

The Depression.

6^X7 ou’re trying too hard,” my friends say. “ Give
W up, and you’ll get pregnant.” I resent advice.

J L |’m obsessed. How can I give up? Do I pre
tend to? My friends’ glib advice grates against my
frail ego.
“ Start adoption procedures, that’s sure to get
you pregnant.”
r
“ Just forget it and it’ll happen.”
“ Maybe you just weren’t meant to be a
mother.” Perhaps they’re right. Perhaps I would
* have been a bad mother. Maybe the gods knew and
saved us the agony.
I stop taking my temperature, stop the charts,
but the calendar still haunts me. My world narrows.
I look to my husband’s children, hoping for a
glimpse of motherhood. But they are not mine, and
they let me know this, by referring to me as their
father’s wife. I change my attitude from being chiId/ess to being child-free. Who wants a squalling
baby? Who wants to be reduced to picking up toys
and wiping asses? What self-respecting woman
would allow herself to give up her profession, even
for a while, in such a competitive world?
I know this is all bullshit, which depresses me
even more. My husband courts me more. I hate him
sometimes for it, I love him for it. I cannot face
another period, another failure, another hope let
down.
“ We tried for seven years....” I have heard
women say. We’ve only tried for a year and a half,
and I’m too weak to go on. I won’t talk to anyone. I
won’t speak my feelings. There are so many and
there are none. I get numb.
Then the day comes, I don’t know when exact
ly, when defeat replaces hope. This is the ultimate
powerlessness. I move through my days, looking
for something to commit to. Throw myself into my
writing. It’s better, I tell myself. A woman writer
shouldn’t have children. We’re already too busy
creating.
Like the teammate who rebounds for the
fallen player, my husband quietly becomes in
spired. He plots and plans and makes love to me. I
see him counting the days in his calendar, circling
dates, pen in mouth. Single-handedly, he returns
our sex life to normal. He doesn’t mention children.
I think it’s sweet, but I’m certain there will come a
day when he’ll give it up too.

he doctor tells me, “ Well, Mrs. Hinton, you
The Insemination.
have three problems, any of which one
would be enough to make you infertile. You
can’t do it in the doctor’s office.” Now, my
have hostile cervical mucus,” I think, Why do I sud husband is offended. We sit in the waiting
denly feel defensive? “ You have a silent bacterial
room. I understand more than he knows, but I
infection, called ureaplasma. It’s frequently car
have no sympathy for him right now. I have had my
ried by men—” I look at my husband incredulously,
LH surge, and we have to do this today, I am ada
Is this where you tell me you had an affair?
and
mant. The nurse comes around the corner, and
is generated intestinally.” I breathe a sigh of relief.
hands him a Penthouse magazine and a pimiento
The doctor continues, “ It’s symptomless,
jar. She points to the men’s room and leaves. He
which is why it goes undetected. It doesn’t seem to
looks at me, like a child.
have any effect on men. But unfortunately, it
“ I know I can’t do it in there.”
I hate to tell other women who have felt like me
causes infertility in women. Great, biological
“ Try,” I say gently, “ please.”
that giving up was the key. I really don't know i f it was.
misogyny....
He disappears and is gone a long time. When
Or i f the medical maniacs were successful. Or i f the
“And then, you had a great deal of endometrio
he emerges, he is angry. He grabs his coat and
sis.” I hear the words, a great deal and something
walks out the door. I get the feeling I’ve just asked
gods finally smiled down on us.
inside of me breaks. How could I have had this
him to do something kinky. I follow with my guilt
The clinic called me in October, when my period
disease and not known? I was sterile all these
tailing me.
had not come.
months—who knows how long? This entire year of
The nurse calls after me flippantly, “ Don’t
“Mrs. Hinton, y o u ’re positive.” I heard the
trying to get pregnant, and the joke was on me.
worry, there’s always next month.”
words
but not the meaning.
“ You’ve got to see the video we did of the sur
We are quiet all the way home. I’ve been
gery.” The doctor is very proud as he switches on
turned into a beggar in all th is—the desperate
“Excuse me? Does that mean I ’m pregnant?”
the office VCR. The first images are shiny and
woman, to him, and all the people who know. I am
“Congratulations.” I dialed my husband’s
tomato-red. “ Now, here we are in your abdominal
pitiful, ashamed. And panicked. The first of the six
office.
cavity... see the yellow light there, watch it now, it’ll
months has gone by.
‘‘Jim, ’’I said carefully, ' ‘do you still want to be a
turn that site, the endometrial site, black in a
father
again?"
second — see, you can even see smoke.” He
laughs । feel nauseous, appalled, and I turn my
Long
silence.
The Second Try.
neac away to find myself face to face with another
‘'Hellloooooo ? ??”
madonna and child picture. The nurse bursts in.
t home, we successfully do what my doctor
“Yes, yes, o f course!”
She’s dilated to eight, Dr. Black, you better
has called, “ gathering ejaculate.” I put the
“Well, remember that night, when I ’d just come
get over there now!”
sample in my bra to keep it warm, and we
home
fr o m .. . . ”
“ Sorry, gotta go to deliver a baby.” He stands
drive, fast, back to the clinic, knowing we have only
up, still watching his work, and continues, “ Just
half an hour until the sample is dead.
A great howl came over the line. ‘ ‘I knew it! This
watch this, it’s marvelous, isn’t it? I’m positive I can
In the office, they quickly take the jar and
time, I was aim ing!”
get you pregnant now.” Wonderful, sex with my
place it in a spinner, where the semen and the
Our baby is due in June.
gynecologist and my husband. In that order. Hur
sperm will be separated and, as the doctor puts it,
riedly, he explains about ejaculate samples, spin
put into a neutral fluid so my cervix doesn’t feel so
ning semen, isolating sperm, and insemination.
“ h o s tile ’ By now, I can’t blame my cervix for how it
Stephanie Ericsson has made a living as a
This is supposed to be reassurance to me. His
feels.
screenwriter for film and television in Los Angeles
voice sounds far away. Then he rushes off, and I
Then I am on the table again, with no clothes
and Minneapolis. She has been an advertising
watch the video, the red, the black, the smoke until
from the waist down. The white sheet covers me.
copywriter and is the author of two books for
My husband reads Sports Illustrated, and the doc
I can’t stand it any more. The doctor pops his head
Hazelton Publications, Shamefaced and Women of
back in. “ Oh, by the way, you have to get pregnant
tor comes in.
Alcoholics Anonymous: Recovering Together.
right away, within the next six months, or the endo
“ Ok, you’re going to feel a little cramp again,
Ms. Ericsson is now working on her first novel and
metriosis will come back. Bye.”
but nothing like you’ve felt before.” He busies him
an anthology of short stories. A native of
Before I can get over being stunned by the
self between my legs, where I can’t see him. I
San Francisco, she is now nesting in St. Paul.
disease, I feel panic, urgency, the way I always feel
remember that line in the Wizard of Oz, Pay no at
about deadlines. I’ve never missed one yet, but I
tention to that man behind the curtain! My hus
Gabriele Ellertson admires
had control over those.
band is reading still. A cold hand touches me with a
the epitaph on Degas’ headstone—
The primal woman in me is deeply offended at
cold instrument and a small, long tube. I feel the
Here lies a man who loved drawing greatly.
the idea of medical intervention. If any magic is
cramp.
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Harriet Bart
Mnemonic Site: Place of Recollection
Performance View
October 4, 1988
Minneapolis
Photo: Roy Fridge
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...an action-packed Western Adventure as rough and rugged as the West itself...

The following performance is recommended:

"...Secretary of Defense, expressed extreme skepticism and urged great caution
in accepting any proposals put forward by the Soviet Union regarding the reduc
tion of short or long range missiles..."

The following performance is recommended:

SCRIPT

FOR A P E R F O R M A N C E :

- within view of the Mississippi River ask 3 people where the West begins and
ends, then ask them if they think the Cold War is over -

COV-er:

to have within range or view, as a fortress does territory.

Robert Lawrence
You Can’t Judge a Western by the Cover 1989
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A MOUSE IS MIRACLE ENOUGH TO
STAGGER SEXTILLIONS OF INFIDELS
by Walt Whitman

Sandra Menefee Taylor
The Time of Sowing: When A ll Life
Hangs in the Balance

30

Clinton Sf. Quarterly—Spring, 1989

r
E te
in re
IC
T Wu
t
S
lu
L e p
Om
S o cS
r
RC
E ko te
Mo n
b e
C)
IM
L g rt d
S in A e
t
yr r a
c
e
u
e
l
cti (B kl o
sl e a w
x
o c Wo
n
o
S n
c
il re am eht isn
W m ro er ed
ff m rf e r
u e h a
e
J SPwG

xo
cil
W
ia
ro
l
G
:o
to
h
P

Clinton St. Quarterly—Spring, 1989

1988 stands out as the year
when ecology finally emerged
as a major public issue in the
U.S. While neither George Bush
nor Michael Dukakis paid
much attention to the rapidly
deteriorating condition of our
natural environment, almost
everyone else across America
did. From New Workers, who
found their favorite beaches
buried in garbage,
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to lowans,
found their drinking water laced with
— seek to solve ecological problems
pesticides, to Southern Californians
th ro u g h governm ent re g u la tio n ,
who found their skies full of more poi
Greens probe deeper into the root
sons than ever, millions of people who
causes. In the case of toxic wastes,
had previously thought little about
the environmentalists’ solution has
ecology came to rank it among their
been a Superfund to undo the dam
most pressing concerns.
age already done at dozens of desig
But this surge of ecological anxi
nated toxic dump sites. They also
ety has yet to register in America’s
push for better laws governing how
political system. You are still likely to
toxic wastes should be disposed in
hear more discussion of serious top
the future.
ics like the greenhouse effect at cock
Greens heartily support these
tail parties and coffee shops than in
measures but they also investigate
the halls of Congress. Our politicians
just how and why toxic wastes are
— including many liberals who are
created. Since the plastic and chemi
elected and reelected in part because
cal industries are largely responsible,
of th e ir "s tro n g ” environm ental
a Green solution would emphasize
records— are unwilling to admit that
substitutes for plastic and chemical
society’s continuing devotion to ram
products. Paper shopping bags, for
pant consumerism, out-of-control
example, work just fine. And in cases
technology, and growth-for-growth’s
where plastics and chemicals cannot
sake is beginning to boomerang on
be replaced, Greens might suggest
us. Many average Americans, how
that we could easily do without some
ever, feel the cost of life in the fast
products— like aerosol cans.
lane outweighs the benefits, espe
ut Green p o litic s
cially now that more and more people
goes beyond simple
are being left behind by the American
environmental troubleshooting. It of
Dream. In ways both conscious and
fers a vision of a more sensible, more
unconscious, millions of people are
equitable, more enjoyable society.
beginning to dispute the long-held
Disarmament, women’s rights, and a
belief that BIGGER, NEWER, FASTER
fairer distribution of wealth are Green
is BETTER.
goals just as much as clean air and
This attitude is finding a political
organic farming. Greens talk not only
outlet in the emerging, world-wide
of better pollution control devices on
Green movement. Green p o litic s
autos and expanded mass transit
moves beyond the conservative, lib
service but also about refurbishing
eral, and socialist view that the “ good
our cities so that people can stroll to
life” can be best achieved through
many of their destinations, perhaps
limitless economic growth. Greens
passing through woodlands or strik
believe the cost of continually chop
ing up conversations with friends
ping away at nature and at traditional
along the way. Greens promote not
com m unity life — leveling forests,
only safer working conditions and
synthesizing new chemicals, moving
fairer pay scales for workers but also
people off the land, shuffling families
cooperative ownership and more
from one place, to another— is too
opportunity for leisure time. Although
high to justify the resulting profits
the pursuit of these goals might lower
and jobs. There must be a better way
many people’s standard of living (and
to provide for the needs of all society
thd higher it is now, the more it might
without setting the stage for ecologi
be lowered), Greens argue that the
cal disasters and steady decline in
richness of people’s lives would
the quality of our day-to-day lives.
increase.
reen po litic s grew
Greens draw inspiration from
out of the environ
sources as varied as Neolithic hunter
mental movement. But while
environand punk rock singers, with
gatherers
mentalists— and the liberal Demo
particular emphasis on Eastern reli
cratic politicians they generally back
gion, feminism, America’s tradition of
social movements, anarchism, and
the way of life practiced by Amer
indians and other indigenous peo
ples. But the Greens’ strongest ties
are with the counterculture and New

G

Left movements that erupted during
the 1960s.
ndeed, the Green move
ment might be looked
on as the new New Left, although its
followers have traveled a wide assort
ment of paths since 1968. In fact,
some of the Greens’ most enthusias
tic backers weren’t even out of dia
pers when Martin Luther King was
assassinated. The movement is a
the nation by winning nearly a million
hodge-podge of meditators and anti
votes and gaining 27 seats under Ger
militarists, folksingers and solar engi
neers, Goddess worshippers and
many’s proportional representation
church-going Presbyterians. Yet you
system. Four years later, their vote
total was up to 3.12 m illion—ten per
needn’t burn incense, read Herman
cent of all ballots cast — and 44
Hesse, or destroy your bras in order to
Greens (half of them women) now sit
be a Green. All it takes is a concern
a*bout your own future and the direc
in the West German Bundestag.
Although the German Green Party
tion of human civilization. This con
has often been hampered by bitter
cern can take the form of organizing a
internal disputes between members
recycling drive as well as laying your
who concentrate their energies on
body before a bulldozer. Green poli
winning tangible political reforms
tics invplves joining a carpool at work
and those who seek a complete over
as much as running for city council.
haul of society, it nonetheless has
Indeed, many people hard at work in
made an impact by forcing the larger
Green politics probably as yet have
Social Democrat and Christian Demo
no more than a passing acquaintance
crat parties to embrace stronger envi
with the term.
ronmental policies. German Greens
Although the number of people
also inspired similar parties across
who identify themselves as “ Green”
Europe; Greens now sit in the nation
today is miniscule, don’t underesti
al legislatures of Belgium, Luxem
mate the cumulative power of peo
bourg, Portugal, Italy, Austria, Swit
ple’s newfound concern for the Earth.
zerland, Finland, and Sweden. In Swe
The heightened ecological aware
den alone, Greens hold office in 150
ness that many Americans experi
local communities.
enced during 1988 may provide the
American activists look on the
groundwork for a powerful political
success of European Greens with a
force in the 1990s.
mixture of enthusiasm and envy.
Green politics here is on a much
lth o u g h e n v iro n 
slower timetable, partly due to our
mentalism was sired
in the U.S., Green politics
first ap
winner-take-all
Congressional elec
toral system and partly due to our
peared in West Germany. In 1983 a
rag-tag committee of feminists, New
more conservative political climate.
The American Green movement was
Left holdovers, anti-nuclear protest
formally launched in 1984 at a small
ers, and Third World, solidarity acti
meeting of activists held in St. Paul,
vists joined forces with a few middleMinnesota. Acutely aware of how
aged farmers and middle-aged nature
poorly political programs imported
lovers to initiate a longshot campaign
from Europe have fared in the past,
for the German national legislature.
the group stressed its American ori
Running on a platform of four key
gins by naming itself the Green Com
values—ecology, social responsibil
mittees of Correspondence (CoC) in
ity, nonviolence, grassroots democ
racy—this new Green Party stunned
homage to the Colonial-era organiza-
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You are still likely to hear
more discussion of serious
topics like the greenhouse
effect at cocktail parties and
coffee shops than in the
halls of Congress.

tion that helped incite the American
“ I think there’s a very useful ten
Revolution. Like the original Com m it
sion in our movement,” John Rensen
tees o f Correspondence, American
brink says, “ a tension I hope we can
Greens also adopted a decentralized
keep. We need both a political leg and
structure where most of the activity
a spiritual leg to stand up. But if we
and decisionm aking takes place in
make divisions out o f our differences
local chapters. The CoC national
then I think we’re m issing the point of
o ffice in Kansas City serves m ainly as
Green p o litic s — indeed of ecology it
a clearinghouse for inform ation. (Any
self. A natural eco-system thrives on
one interested in learning more about
diversity.”
Green politics should contact them
Yet no m atter what happens at
at: Box 30208, Kansas City, MO 64112.)
the Greens conference in Eugene this
Not wishing to repeat the mete
summer, Green politics in one form or
oric rise and disillusioning decline of
another w ill become a force to be
recent political groups like SDS and
reckoned w ith in American politics. It
the Citizens Party, the CoC has been
tion papers on a wide spectrum of
issuesthat affect everyone, like pollu
seems the only logical step for a cti
slow and deliberate in crafting a strat
topics from energy and child care to
tion. By emphasizing these “ human
vists tackling issues as varied as
egy for the Greening of America. Too
the arts, which w ill be presented to
issues” as an argument against capi
feminism, nuclear weapons, imperial
slow and too deliberate, complain
participants at the Eugene confer
talism , the Greens w ill appeal to a
ism in the Third World, and the farm
some Green activists, who feel that
ence. Those approved (probably by a
broader portion of.the American pub
crisis. Most of these movements have
valuable tim e has been wasted and
3/5 or 4/5 margin rather than simple
lic than earlier left groups, Hawkins
now incorporated an ecological ele
potential supporters alienated. Even
majority, in keeping with the Greens’
says.
ment into their analysis— from rain
Dee Berry, coordinator of the national
em phasis on consensus) w ill be pub
Others in the movement put for
forest destruction in Central America
CoC, adm its, “ I feel we’ve leaned too
lished as sort of a Green platform that
ward the idea that Greens politics is
to health dangers posed by nuclear
far in the direction o f decentralism.”
people can take home as an organiz
an entirely new synthesis. Kirkpatrick
weapons fa cilitie s right here at home.
o far all the action has
ing tool. Rensenbrink also hopes the
Sale, author of noteworthy books on
And at the same time, Greens’ insis
taken place in local
conference can agree on a cohesive
SDS and the new ecological concept
tence that the spiritual dimension of
Green groups, of which there
are nowstrategy to be implemented
p olitical
of bioregionalism , notes, “ There is an
life matters (not necessarily a tradia lm ost 200 scattered around the
over the next ten years.
immense constituency, not just the
tionaf image o f God but at least an
country. Each group em phasizes
ne in itia l stra te g ic
social activists and progressives, but
acknowledgment that there is a mys
issues o f local importance, which is
question facing the
ordinary people who w ill be drawn to
tery to nature and human nature that
one reason why Greens have such a
Greens is their relationshipthis
to sort
Jesse
of politics. I think th a t’s why
cannot be adequately measured in
low profile. But this does give the
Jackson, who appeals to part of the
Green politics must go beyond the
term s o f s ta tis tic s and s c ie n tific
m ovem ent a p o te n tia lly pow erful
left/right focus of politics today.”
sam e c o n s titu e n c y . Some in the
theorems) brings in a broad consti
g ra s s ro o ts fo c u s ; G reens in the
Another difference of opinion
m ovem ent a dvo cate beco m in g a
tuency that until now has chosen
m ountains of North Carolina can pur
Green stripe in the Rainbow Coalition
that is sure to show up at the Eugene
consciousness-raising over protest
sue one p olitical agenda that suits
or perhaps backing an independent
conference involves the political and
ing and voting. Green politics holds
their com m unity while Greens in San
Jackson presidential cam paign in
s p iritu a l w ings o f the movement.
the e xcitin g p ote n tia l o f weaving
ta M o n ica o rth e Bronx can pursuedif1992. W ith experience gained in this
Spiritual Greens (also known as Deep
together a broad tapestry of people
ferent agendas.
election some activists envision a
Ecologists), who draw on Buddhism
who oppose the direction that our
The h ighest co nce ntra tion of
Green presidential campaign in 1996,
and New Age teachings, sometimes
corporate-dominated society is tak
Green groups is found in California
perhaps w ith an alternative “ cabinet”
criticize the more politically-oriented
ing us.
and New England, but w ith surprising
of ten to 12 people running instead of
Greens (also known as Social Ecolo
he G re e n s ’ v is io n
numbers in Florida, Colorado, and
just two. Beyond that? By the year
gists) for relying too much on the ra
seem s c a p a b le o f
W isconsin too. In Los Angeles, peo
2000 Green officeholders on the local
tional, linear, Western way of thinking
reigniting the yearnings and
ple a ffilia te d w ith the Greens hosted
level may be comm onplace and the
that got us into th is environmental
cerns of the 1960s. But another period
the first m ajor conference on ecomovement would then be., ready to
mess in the first place. While careful
of Am erican history also seems to o f
fem inism (a philosophy integrating
wage a campaign in earnest for the
not to discount the value of spiritual
fer lessons for the Greens. The move
fe m in ism and e co lo g ica l th in kin g
hearts and minds and votes of the
ity, p olitical Greens answer that envi
ment seems a direct descendent of
that has become a m ajor intellectual
American people.
ron m e ntal pro ble m s are p o litic a l
the populist uprising of late 1800s. At
strain in the movement) while groups
Such ideas are certain to be con
p ro b le m s th a t d em and p o litic a l
that tim e the common people of the
across C alifornia have opposed o ff
action.
troversial w ith the Green activists
Midwest, West, and South saw their
shore oil drilling. Nationally, a number
s you can see there
who gather in Eugene. Some partici
lives were being m anipulated by d is
of Green groups have rallied oppo
pants w ill advocate that under no cir
is a lot of hard work
tant and indifferent fo rce s— and they
nents of garbage incinerators while
cum stances should Greens seek a lli
and delicate balancing that
must be
revolted.
It wasn’t a carefully-plotted
others have sponsored study groups.
ances w ith Democrats, while others
accom plished before the American
insurrection under the guidance of a
Green c a n d id a te s have won
w ill propose that any elections other
Green movement can move forward.
particular ideology, it was an all-out
seats on a school board in Madison,
than local ones are a waste of preci
The 1987 Greens conference at Am
prairiefire that took many fo rm s—
W isconsin, a county com m ission in
ous resources. Support w ill probably
herst, which did not even attem pt to
electoral politics, boycotts, coopera
rural Bayfield County, W isconsin, and
also be voiced for bypassing electoral
decide policy, offered a preview of
tive efforts, direct action. There was a
a city council in New Haven, Connec
p olitics altogether, concentrating in
potential problems. Fem inists at the
Populist Party, which, sadly, was ab
tic u t. (Even though New Haven’s
stead on direct action protests, spiri
conference challenged what they per
sorbed by the Democrats, but there
aiderwoman, Toni Harp, is black, the
tual consciousness-raising, orth e for
ceived as the overly-male tone o f the
was also a populist spirit, which still
Green movement remains prim arily
m ation o f a lterna tive in s titu tio n s
proceedings, political Greens grew
infuses many people today.
w hite and m iddle class.) New Eng
such as co -o p s and in te n tio n a l
im patient with the lengthy guided
Green politics may well take the
land, where Greens routinely win ten
com m unities.
m editations that opened some ses
same broadly-focused form. For every
to 20 percent o f the vote in some local
he relationship of the
sions, and anim al rights a ctivists
person who seeks out a Green group
races, is the most fertile ground for
were up in arms about a chicken bar
Greehs to the tradi
and joins up, there could be dozens
electoral p olitics at the present time.
tional left w ill be another hotbeque.
topic for
Look for continued discussion
more who are seized by the spirit in
teps tow ard putting
debate. Howard Hawkins, a Vermont
of these issues at the Eugene confer
other ways. They m ight join a protest
national Green candi
carpenter and organizer of a 1987
ence as well as sharp exchanges
against biotechnology tests or roll up
dates on the ballot and putting
Green
Greens
conference in Amherst, Mas
about population control and ecology
their sleeves and plant a com m unity
politics more in the public eye are
sachusetts, views Green politics as
as a key value above all others.
garden. And they m ight vote Green
now underway in the form of planning
an evolution of left political tradi
The resolution of these conflicts
too.
for a conference to be held June 21
tions. “ The life threatening ecological
w ithout any sacrifice in the move
It’s everyday people, folks not
to 25 at the University of Oregon in
crisis produced by capitalism.(and by
m ent’s diversity w ill be the first true
conversant in Marxism or Zen but
Eugene. M embers o f local Green
East Bloc state capitalism ...) leaves
test of whether Am erican Greens can
concerned instead about the safety groups w ill participate along w ith rep
no one unaffected,” Hawkins says.
live up to their lofty ideals. Unity is
of their children and the quality of
resentatives from more than 150
“And the crisis can be resolved only
paramount to the movement if it is to
their lives, who are the backbone of
peace, e nviro n m e nta list, fe m in ist,
by bringing the economy under demo
rise above the internal squabbling
Green politics. And as the news gets
and social justice groups that have
cratic ownership and control in order
that has stym ied progressive move
w orse— tainted air and snarled tra f
been invited— a diverse bunch rang
to uncouple the ca p ita lis t growth
m ents in the past. Yet diversity is also
fic, corporate avarice and urban alien
ing from the National Organization of
dynamic.”
crucial to the Greens' success. In a
a tio n -m o r e and more people w ill
Women and the League o f Rural Vot
Traditional so cialists have been
nation so large as the U.S.— w ith so
hear the message of Green politics. A
ers to the Rainbow C oalition and the
blind to environm ental problem s,
many regional, sociological, and eth
form al Green party, running candi
Am erican Indian Movement.
Hawkins says, because of their belief
nic differences— activists must be
dates who raise crucial issues for the
The purpose o f the conference is
in centralized power and their strict
able to ta ilo r their p olitics to address
American electorate, would be a wel
to devise a unified program for the
focus on class issues rather than
the needs of local comm unities.
come addition to American politics.
Green movement, which until now
But the Green movement’s success
has had no common agenda except
w ill also be measured by its growing
the ten key values drafted at the initial
influence in Democrat and Republi
St. Paul meeting: ecological wisdom,
can policies, unions, w orkplaces,
grassroots democracy, personal and
schools, neighborhood groups, farm
so cia l re sp o n sib ility, non-violence,
organizations, food co-ops, city coun
Several Green groups have blos
tics. They are currently sponsoring a
d e ce n tra liza tio n , com m unity-based
cils, m editation classes, rock ’n’ roll
somed in Minnesota as the fresh idea
series o f study groups and political
econom ics, post-patriarchal values,
lyrics, college term papers, and Sun
of a p olitical movement embracing
forum s as well as discussing further
respect for diversity, global responsi
day sermons as well as in the conver
ecological issues takes root in Ameri
p o litic a l a c tiv ity invo lvin g issues
bility, and future focus.
sations taking place at cocktail par
can soil. The Twin C ities Greens,
such as the garbage burner. For more
“ What we want to do w ith this
tie s a nd c o ffe e s h o p s a c ro s s
founded in early 1988, are currently
inform ation contact Lyn Verthein or
conference is translate those values
America.
engaged in recycling campaigns and
Tim Holschlag, 2304 Grand St. N.E.,
into a program,” explains John Renrallying public support for proposals
Minneapolis, MN 55418 (789-2713).
senbrink, a political science profes
to ban some plastic packaging now
Green groups have also been or
Jay Walljasper is executive editor of
sor at Bowdoin College in Maine and
being considered by city councils in
ganized at St. Olaf College (contact
the Utne Reader. Portions of this
one o f the conference’s tw o chief
both M inneapolis and St. Paul. For
Karin Peters, c/o St. Olaf College,
piece first appeared in the L.A.
organizers. “ I have no illusions that
more inform ation contact the Twin
Northfield, MN 55057; 507/645-9822)
Weekly.
we’ll have com plete consensus on
C ities Greens, P.O. Box 6523, M inne
and Gustavus Adolphus College (con
everything; but I th ink we’ll find large
tact Joel Pederson, P.O. Box 353, Gus
apolis, MN 55406 or call Dennis Ottoareas of agreement that we can move
Eric Walljasper is a Twin Cities art
tavus Adolphus, St. Peter, MN 56082,
son (824-7126) or D avid H a rtle y
forward on.” Right now Green groups
director who may or may not be
507/9318047). A St. Croix Valley Green
(922-9430).
across the country are drafting posirelated to the author of this article.
Also working in the Twin C ities is
group is also form ing (contact Jeff
Peterson, 715/472-2728).
the Green Alliance, which takes a
34
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Donald

That’s right!
Now the same # #
carnival-like # J?
1
atmosphere that I M F
you enjoy so much when
you visit our many delightful restaurants
can be yours every day of the year, from
morning ‘til night!
Think of it! Your whole family will sleep in
identical Donald McBonker beds, shaped
just like our famous clown’s big funny
shoes!
same kind
E a t y o u r m e a |S
of jolly seats and tables you use when you
take the family out for snacks!
Can this be real? Sure it is! Now you can
choose a home of your own from over
three entirely different decorator models,
to fit your family’s unique life-style.
Choose from:
THE DONALD GOES HAW AIIAN
CHATEAU

Wouldn't you be
better off in a

GOLDEN
FRIES
HOME?

1500 sq. ft. Starting at $57,000. Palm package.

THE DONALD GOES TO MEXICO
VILLA
1800 sq. ft. Starting at $68,000. Stylized poverty
w ith sombreros.

THE M O M LIKES TO IRON
SWEAT LODGE
2200 sq. ft. Starting at $75,000. Electricity, war bonnets.

THE EXCLUSIVE MCBONKERHOUSE
MANSION
68,000 sq. ft. Prices on request. Coat o f arms, sunken tubs, fur.

When you buy a GOLDEN FRIES HOME
you’re not only buying family fun, you’re
investing in your future, as well.
Each home, molded from hi-impact
styrene, comes complete with front door,
windows, a luxurious lawn-like front yard
with birdbath, and even a simulated
sidewalk and household curtains. There’s
nothing left to chance with a GOLDEN
FRIES HOME, so you’re free to spend your
time doing the things you really like!

Sound too good to be true?
L
\
Don’t take
\
our word for it.
'
Drive out to
\ Strawberry
Lane. See for yourself the
cozy, almost institutionally
safe environment we’ve created. And no
prowlers, punks or deviants here! Not with
our cheerfully dressed McGuard Dogs and
trained Security Personnel on every
corner. Friends will love to visit our
McEntry Gate for Finger Doodles and
Snapshots before coming to visit, so you’ll
be sure of no unpleasant surprises!
But that’s just one of the many services
you’ll enjoy when you buy a GOLDEN
FRIES HOME.
Can’t get enough of our delicious and
wholesome family food? We’ll deliver it
hot to you every morning of the week, so
you can say goodbye to troublesome
shopping and mealtime confusion.
Our McSnack cars will arrive every morning
between 6 and 8 to stock you up with a
whole day’s worth of burgers, fries and
hot fruit pies. Just pop 'em into the
McBonker Hot Box and they'll stay juicy
and warm all day long, ready to toss into
your family’s mouths without a second
thought!

Remember* With a Golden
Fries Home, you're not only
buyins a house, you're
buyins a way of life*

Don't you owe it to yourself and your family to find out more?
Write:

GOLDEN FRIES HOMES
Loma Linda, California

A division o f Future is N ow Enterprises, The Bahamas
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Life hasn ’t been the
same since I forgot to
subscribe to the CSQ!
Mail to CSQ

212 3rd Ave. N., Suite 300

To: Name:
Address:
City: ___________________State:________ Zip:

M inneapolis, MN 55401

$10 for one year

To: Name:
Address:
City: _______________________ State: ________ Zip:

From: Name:____________________________________

From: Name:__________________________________
Address:
City: _________________ State:________ Zip:

City: ______________________State:________ Zip:

